
w Is Exist 
P American 
Hikikomori? 


Ofvi^x 







Is Exist American 
Hikikomori? 

D. F. Hall 


Hardboiled Babylon 



Copyright © 2020 by D. F. Hall 


This is a work of fiction, and all characters, organizations, and 
events portrayed within are products of the mind(s) of the author 
function(s) and/or of the audience(s) or are (as with all else) used 
fictitiously. 


This work may be copied and reproduced and 
redistributed provided the following conditions are met 
(i) the work must remain unmodified (2) the work and 
that associated with it must be conveyed gratis, with no 
charge for access or downloading or other distribution, 
and without solicitation or presence of any 
advertisement, and neither may email addresses or other 
data pertaining to users be collected or sold, whether 
explicitly or implicitly, as a condition of downloading or 
any other conveyance of the work. 


0100020200001 


www.hardboiledbabylon.com 

authorfunction@hardboiledbabylon.com 








To a post office box filling somewhere with isp 
copyright notices, body siezed up into singular 
convulsion. 






Is Exist American 
Hikikomori? 




^he giggled to herself! “Well, is it? Well, we’re gonna find out. 
That’s our job, duh, finding out stuff and making sure everybody else 
can know it.” She looked over. “And with the help of our trusty 
pilot lady too. ” Christina didn’t reply to or acknowledge this, all 
business behind her aviator shades and with her headset clamped 
over the sides of her skull. The wires ran back from it to who knew 
what and everything, her umbilical to the greater machine then 
making noise and spewing carbon as it sped over the outstretched, 
corrugated landscape of the variegated ridges below. “We’re now 
over the Appalachias. ” Reese leaned to look out the window in the 
door. It was a sightseeing helicopter, after all, and looking’s what 
it’d been built for. “And below us is nothing but moonshine and 
meth and whole bunches of things that start with ‘m’. And speaking 
of starting with ‘ m ’... That should be it right there. And look, an 
oh-so-convenient field that’s nice and open and away from power 
lines and all the cows have done gone home. Perfect landing spot.” 

“We can’t land,” Christina said. She’d spoken into the micro¬ 
phone on her headset, and the sounds relayed to the other sets in the 
cockpit. 

“of course we can.” 

This was the kind of thing Christina sometimes had to deal with 
with tourists. Someone always wanted to go down and take some 
picture. Flight plans be damned. Everything’s there, of course, for 
their convenience. She didn’t even bother to try and explain this stuff 
anymore. But this tour’d hit the halfway mark. So it was time to start 
looping round in the general direction they’d come, but by a slightly 
different route. Couldn’t go over the same scenery twice, not that 
anyone would’ve known the difference. 



“I say of course we can.” 

“We’ll turn back here,” Christina said. “We don’t want our fuel 
to run out.” That usually shut anyone up. 

“ Eeeeeeeehehehemmmmm. ” 

Christina began to turn the helicopter. 

“ Eeeeeeeehehehemmmmm. ” 

She looked over. She was looking down the barrel of a large-bore, 
snub-nose handgun. The handgun reflected double in her pink- 
tinted aviator-frame glasses, magnified and large, Reese’s foreshort¬ 
ened face behind it, Reese grinning at grinning at her reflected selves. 
“As I say, of course we can.” 

“It’s not legal to do,” Christina said. 

“Legal, illegal,” Reese said. She shrugged. “We’re talking about 
can and can’t. Of course you can land. You have just before chosen not 
to. So please choose to land. ” She craned her neck and looked out the 
window. “That field right there please. The one with the convenient 
lack of cows.” She turned and grinned at her own grin reflected 
double in Christina’s aviator-frame glasses. “Gladly, conveniently, 
all of them must be at their doctors appointments today.” She pulled 
back the hammer. The cylinder rotated, as if showing off the rounded 
heads in their chambers in a way that would trigger either a phobia 
or stimulate sexual arousal. “Now that intergalactic Pseudopublicrat 
universal healthcare has given us this opportunity, please choose to 
land in the field. ” 

Once upon a time, when a group of guys’d gone and gotten pinned 
down, and she’d exhausted her rockets, Christina’d flown in just above 
the ground and hung out the open door firing her pistol. Civilian life 
was supposed to leave getting shot at behind. Of course, technically, 
she wasn’t shot at yet. At least she’d always made sure to get paid in 
advance. 

Christina turned the helicopter and passed over the few houses 
below and hovered over a hay field. She glanced over again. The 
snub-nosed revolver still reflected double in her aviator-frame glasses, 
as did Reese’s grin at grinning at her reflected selves, which’d reached 
its limits and could grow no more at the sight of herself doing such. 
Reese turned and looked out the window as the helicopter descended. 
Knees-high grass swirled round under them. 



“And thank you very much, tmsty pilot lady.” Reese removed 
one hand from the revolver to reach behind herself and open the 
door. She unhooked her seat belt with her free hand and shifted 
backwards, keeping the revolver vaguely aimed in Christina’s general 
direction the whole time she backed out of her seat and eased onto 
the ground. At the end, because of her height vs the helicopter’s, this 
left her arm stretched out over the seat. “Thank you very much.” 
Even though there was no chance she’d get her head in the blades, 
she ducked as she waded through the swirling grass. And when she’d 
gotten out far enough in the field so that the grass was less disturbed, 
she straightened and turned and raised her arm and waved the gun. 
Christina watched this through the open door. At least she had the 
sense to always get paid in advance. She leaned across the empty seat 
and grabbed the door handle. She slammed it. She took the helicopter 
up. 

Reese still waved, though her eyes watered as the helicopter rose 
in line with the sun and started off. She slipped the revolver into her 
purse. She shook her head and ran her hand back over her ponytail- 
gathered hair. She looked out over the empty field and out over the 
knee-high, goldish-brownish grass. Looking down into her purse 
again, she brought out the night-vision goggles and fitted them on, 
but the FLiR safety mechanisms just gated against the over-brightness, 
so the effect was nil. Sighing, she removed them and slipped them 
back into her purse. She looked up the way. The house lay in the 
distance. 

Purse over her shoulder, she waded through the field. A gravel 
road ran along beside it, the division between the two marked with 
a barbed wire fence. She stopped there in front of it. She started to 
whistle. She reached into her purse and pulled out a pair of large wire 
cutters. Biting down on the handles, she reached back into her purse 
and pulled out a pair of thick leather gauntlets and slipped them on 
and removed the cutters from her mouth, careful not to ruin her 
makeup. She caught the wire in the cutter’s jaws and wrapped both 
her hands round the handles. There wasn’t any popping and arcing, 
so it probably wasn’t electrified. But better safe than sorry. Getting 
electrocuted, no matter what it’d’ve done to her hair, was one thing, 
but risking the electronics was another. She squeezed. She grit her 
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teeth. A long ‘gggggggggrrrrrrh’ emerged from deep in her throat. 
Finally, the topmost strand snicked and sproined away and two new 
ends each dangled curlicue against the respective posts they remained 
u-nailed to. She started on the next. It was a sunny day. Summer, too. 
So by the time she’d gotten through the second wire, she’d worked 
up a sweat. She huffed and looked down at the two remaining wires. 
Technically, it’d probably be possible enough to step over any other 
time. But she was wearing her professional outfit. Which meant, 
besides the black jacket, a black business skirt, which didn’t leave 
alotta room for leg movement. There was always the option to hike 
it up. But she couldn’t quite remember which underwear she’d been 
wearing. She was definitely wearing something-, sweat was collecting 
in them and making them sticky with the heat. And because she 
wasn’t wearing stockings, the grass was making her legs itch. 

“ This’s a good time to remind everyone of the tremendous benefits 
of FIXX,” she said. “After all, not only has it almost eliminated 
dangerous diseases-carrying vermin from the face of the planets, but 
it should sponsor this show.” But whatever some manufacturer’d 
renamed dot wasn’t going to do anything to stop her legs from 
itching. And it wasn’t going to do anything to help her sweating. She 
shielded her eyes and glanced up toward the sun. Studio lights had 
that same effect. It’s why everyone on camera needed makeup to look 
natural. Limelights and theatre stages’d been hot too. So sweating 
was just a tradition. Luckily, she had saltwater-proof makeup. She 
looked down at the last couple wires. She huffed. She bent over. 
She grunted and grit her teeth. She wriggled the cutters. This one 
must’ve been from a different batch of steel, or something. Her arms 
felt like she’d been a character from Gumby. She groaned. Finally, 
the second-to-last strand snicked and sproined away and two new 
ends each dangled curlicue against the respective posts they remained 
u-nailed to, below and gathered with the rest. Her skirt deigned 
that the lowest strand could be allowed to remain. She straightened 
and sighed. She stuck the cutters in her mouth and bit down on the 
mbberized handles and pulled off the leather gauntlets and stuffed 
them into her purse. She stuffed the cutters in after them. Gmnting, 
she managed to snap the purse shut. Then, taking ahold of the top 
of a fence post with one hand, she bent her leg and stepped over the 
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lowest wire as best her skirt allowed. And straddling the wire, she 
bent her leg and raised her other foot and pivoted on her heel and 
brought her other foot down on the other side. 

“There.” 

She stepped out of the grass along the edge of the road and onto the 
gravel. The gravel didn’t play well with her heels. Not that they were 
overly thin or high, but that didn’t matter. The lack of laces was the 
bigger problem. And she crunched and wobbled her way down the 
road till she’d made it to the intersection. She turned up the gravel 
drive. And it was a long drive with deep-routed rain ditches. And 
all uphill. Huffing, still halfway to go, her underwear then good and 
truly sticky in the way that more-than-damp cotton always tended 
to be, and her legs still itching, she stopped in the shade of an oak 
whose branches extended over the drive. She sighed. 

“Here,” she said, “we shall finally answer the question we’ve all 
been waiting to have answered. ” She huffed. She reached into her 
purse. “Gogo trusty reporter girl portable air-conditioner unit.” She 
pulled it out of her purse and clamped it around her neck. She pressed 
a button. A little fan started to whir. She sighed. She looked up at the 
house. She straightened. She squared her shoulders. “Right.” And 
she started out from beneath the shade of the oak. 

The front porch was filled with junk: old broken-down chairs, 
cardboard milk boxes filled or not with who could’ve known what, 
old birds nests and mouse dens visible within and between things 
here and there, a couple of old gasoline push mowers covered with 
dust and cobwebs leftover from when there’d still been spiders, an old 
recliner, a broken couch, as if someone’d tried to barricade whatever 
was inside in. But she wasn’t here to host a spin-off of Mega Hoarders. 
The miniature hamster-wheel fan in the personal air-conditioning 
unit whirred against the back of her neck. She sighed and made her 
way around the side of the house. Not that that was easy. The entire 
former lawn’d been piled full of broken metal outdoor chairs and 
used tires and overturned riding lawnmowers, and a few more push 
mowers that’d been piled up as if they’d competed in a demolition 
derby or’d been constructed as an altarpiece. And it was like that all 
the way around the back. There was a door on that side of the house, 
as would be expected, building codes requiring two of them. It’s just 



that the porch and stairs’d gone somewhere, which left the bottom 
of the door at just about her shoulders. 

“So here we are, folks.” She removed her personal portable air- 
conditioning unit and stuffed it back into her purse. She straightened 
and squared her shoulders. She threw back her head. “Now we’re 
going to answer the question once and for all.” She reached up and 
knocked on the bottom of the metal screen door. And she stood there 
a few moments with her shoulders squared and her head slightly tilted 
back. She’d started to sweat again. Again, she reached up and knocked 
on the bottom of the metal screen door. She waited. After a few more 
moments, she looked round. “Well don’t think this reporter girl 
isn’t going to get the story.” She surveyed the junk scattered and 
piled around the yard. She started toward some of it. “This would 
be a good time to remind everyone of the tremendous benefits of 
RT ENGINEERING,” she said, as she reached into her purse and 
pulled out the leather gauntlets. She bent over and tugged at an old 
tire. “Because without their tireless work, this reporter girl might 
actually have to worry about getting bit by something poisonous 
right about now. ” She drug a tire through the ankle-high grass 
and dropped it under the door. She huffed and started toward the 
junk again. She tried to drag out another tire, but it’d been hung 
on something. Huffing, she grunted and tugged at an old wire milk 
crate. She grunted louder, tugged harder—and it came loose, and 
she went over backwards and rolled, and the cage went flying and hit 
the side of the house. She picked herself up and removed a gauntlet 
to brush off her professional-level outfit. “Bleep.” And she stuffed 
her hand back into the gauntlet and grabbed the wire milk crate 
and upturned it on the tire she’d drug over. And she looked at it 
a moment, but her heels’d’ve slipped right through the gridwork. 
So huffing, she turned and rooted for something else, and came out 
with a chunk of old particleboard. It seemed solid enough. She set 
it on the milk crate. And bracing her gauntletted hand against the 
exposed cinder-block foundation, she climbed up atop it. This put the 
bottom of the door about at the bottom of her jacket. She removed 
the gauntlets and slung them over her shoulder. “There’re just some 
things a trusty reporter girl never should leave home without.” She 
rooted in her purse. After fighting to keep her makeup bag shoved 
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out of the way, she finally pulled it out and clamped her teeth round 
it as she continued to dig. She drug out another cellphone. Reaching 
up, she stretched to catch the screen door handle and depressed the 
latch. Stepping aside to open it, the particleboard threatening to shift, 
she set the phone on the door sill. And she let the screen door close 
against her back as she continued to root through her purse. She 
grumbled. “Funully,” she said around her makeup bag. She pulled 
out a part of a brick of RH-5 and unwrapped it. She pinched off some. 
“Hmmm.” She pinched off a little more before she re-wrapped it 
and stuffed it in her purse again. She kneaded it with both hands 
and rolled it into a ball. It ended up being too big to be a marble 
and too small to make what the cooking shows would’ve called a 
decent hamburger patty. “Oh, wull,” she said around her makeup 
bag. Kneading at it a while longer, she eventually worked it out 
into the shape of a five-legged octopus. Looking down at the sad 
little misshapen thing, she shook her head. And stretching upward, 
she plopped it against the edge of the door, near the deadbolt, and 
pressed her palm against it, smooshing the little, five-legged octopus 
till it looked like a smooshed, five-legged, little octopus sticking 
there. She giggled to herself The milk crate slightly shifted on the 
wheel hub. She looked down. “Eeeesh.” She dug into her purse 
and came out with a tangled nest of earbuds, the buds themselves 
the little eggs at the center waiting to hatch, and grumbled as she 
untangled them enough to plug in. It was an old phone. And finally, 
with more than a small amount of satisfaction, she grabbed the little 
hard-plastic buds and grit her teeth and jerked and ripped the wires, 
“oh, blehp,” she said around her makeup bag. She set them down 
on the sill, and she dug into her purse. She came out with a roll of 
tape. Tearing off a couple of strands, she lightly pressed just an end of 
each against the door, so they fluttered there. Slipping the tape back 
into her purse she dug out a piece of circuit board and pulled out a 
mini screwdriver and removed the makeup bag with that same hand 
and stuffed it into her purse before she clamped the mini screwdriver 
longways between her teeth. The circuit board she laid on the sil, a 
battery already connected and in the carrier. Still holding the mini 
screwdriver longways in her mouth, she reached for the wires and 
poked the ends into the receptacles for such on the board. Holding 
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them in place with the thumb of the same hand she held the circuit 
board with, she removed the mini screwdriver from her mouth, and 
she tightened the two screw posts, pinning the wires in place. She 
clamped the mini screwdriver longways in her mouth again. Holding 
the circuit board up, she held it against the door and pulled a strand 
of tape across it, leaving it stuck there as she dug into her purse and 
pulled out a loop of wire and reached back in for the cutters and 
snipped out a shorter length and dropped the remainder in her purse 
and then used the cutters to gently remove the insulation on the 
ends. Slipping the cutters back into her purse, she dug until she’d 
found a cap, which she removed, and stretching upwards, she seated 
it into the main mass of the five-legged octopus, grinning around 
the screwdriver as she connected the wires to the cap then connected 
them to the board then pulled the mini screwdriver from her mouth 
then tightened down the last two posts. Placing the mini screwdriver 
back in her purse with one hand, she lifted the phone with the other. 
She unstuck the other tape strip with her free hand and laid it across 
the phone and pressed it with her thumb. “ There. ” And turning, she 
pushed open the screen door and carefully started to step down. But 
the milk crate shifted on the hub, and the particleboard shifted on 
that. “Eeeeeeeeh. ” And she hit the ground. She lay there a moment. 
“ Ow. ” Finally, she picked herself up onto her knees. “ Bleeping bleep. ” 
She stumbled up. “Bleep.” She tried to brush herself off. “Why do 
none of the other reporter girls on TV end up like this?” One of her 
shoes’d come off. She reached for it. And the gauntlets’d fallen on 
the ground. “Bleep.” She bent and snatched them up. She stuffed 
them in her purse. But she still hadn’t put her shoe back on. And 
she carried it with her as she walked lopsided around to the corner 
of the house. “Bleep.” Leaning against the side of the house, she 
slipped it on. She straightened. “ Let’s go. Come on, reporter girl. ” 
She reached into her purse and pulled out a phone. “ Hmmmmm. ” 
She scrolled through the address book. She glanced sideways down 
at the door before she thumbed an entry in the contact menu and 
jumped back around the corner of the house and screwed her eyes 
shut and slipped the phone into her purse and stuck her fingers in her 
ears. A few moments passed. She opened her eyes. With her fingers 
still in her ears, she stuck her head around the corner. “What the 



bleep?” She pulled a phone out. She scrolled through the menu. She 
thumbed an entry and quickly stuffed it back in her purse and covered 
her ears. She paused. “Bleep.” And she pulled out the phone again, 
stroked the screen, poked entries, waited. Pressing the phone against 
her ear, she heard ‘ We’re sorry, the number you’ve dialed is not in 
service’. Pulling it away from her ear, she stroked the screen, poked 
entries, waited. “Bleep.” Repeating that way till, just as she’d started 
to raise the phone toward her ear— BOOM. And she went tumbling 
backward, and the phone went flying into the high grass. Dust and 
smoke rose from behind the house and hovered over everything like 
a newly unleashed djinn. “Bleep.” She groaned and rolled over and 
pushed herself onto her knees. “Bleep. ” She looked around for the 
phone. “Bleep.” Finally, still on her knees, she reached into her 
purse and brought out another phone. “ This would be a good time to 
remind everyone of the benefits of NeverEverEverEverLoseltAgain 
dot com. ” Dust sifted down onto the screen as she opened the app. 
She waited. Another phone started to ring. And slowly, she made 
her way forward on her hands and knees till she’d found it in the 
grass. She lifted it and slipped the other into her purse. She looked 
down at the screen. “So that’s whose it was.” She slipped that phone, 
too, into her purse. And she pulled herself up and finally stood. She 
turned. Some of the smoke and dust’d cleared. Clearing her throat, 
she bmshed off her jacket and skirt and squared her shoulders. And 
she marched round the side of the house. 

The screen door was still somewhat attached at the bottom hinge, 
though the whole thing’d twisted when the weight of it’d caused the 
whole thing to fold down. The glass’d been blown out of it and lay 
scattered twinkling throughout the high grass and over piled things 
and in the gravel. Part of the doorjamb was missing, and the door’d 
been blown completely open. 

Reese dmg the milk crate into place again and slid the piece of par¬ 
ticleboard atop it. She climbed up. She looked around the darkened 
interior. “Hellllllooooo.” She stuck her head in. “ Hellllllooooo. ” 
Reaching up, she tried to get ahold of the jamb and pull herself up. 
“Come on. You can do it.” She pulled. “Come on. All a trusty re¬ 
porter girl’s gotta do is get her center of gravity over and everything’s 
good after that. ” Scrambling, and scmbbing her shoes against the 
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cinder blocks and the side of the house, she managed to get her hips 
then a leg up over the sill and roll onto the linoleum. “ Hellllllooooo. ” 
She climbed onto her knees. “Hellllllooooo.” No lights were on. 
Black material hung over the windows. And the only sunlight that 
entered was through the then open door. “You might as well say 
hello. ” She climbed to her feet. “ My trusty reporter girl senses tell 
me you’re here.” No reply came. “Well.” She looked down and 
brushed off her skirt. When she looked up, still nothing had changed 
about the house. “You might as well come out, you know.” She 
started through the kitchen and toward the dining area which shared 
the other part of the space, “it’s not like you’re not used to being 
on TV, or something. ” She paused and leaned through the living 
room doorway. The windows weren’t just on the outside of the house 
for show; she could see that when she pulled out a phone and used it 
as a light; it was just that they’d been dammed over with blackout 
curtains and black plastic garbage bags and duct tape, too. Four white- 
and-poppy-patterned wingback chairs sat spaced around the room, 
around a coffee table accented with a knitted doily. Cross-stitched 
pictures hung framed on the wall, all of them pseudo-Bible quotes: 
‘ The Lord has many ways ’, ‘ Give us this day our daily bread ’, ‘ Miles 
of smiles in great big piles ’, things such as that. “ Ick. ” Reese shivered 
and turned toward the darkened hallway, “if you want to act out 
some slasher-flic fantasy,” she said, as she started walking, “l might 
as well tell you that I’ve been the Lone Survivor Girl before and that 
the best you can hope for is to hang around long enough to show up in 
the sequel. ” The hallway went straight down the middle of the house, 
rooms branching off to either side. “ Bleep, that’s really going to mess 
up the paint, you know. ” She stuck her head into one room. Empty 
plastic milk jugs had been mounded to the ceiling. “ Oh, I just wanna 
touch one and make it all come tumbling down.” She reached out. 
“ Must... resist. ” She retracted her arm slowly. Very slowly. She turned 
and continued down the hallway. Frames hung along the walls, and 
the light from the phone reflected in all those panes of glass. She 
held it in such a way as to eliminate the glare. “ Eww, Mormon motel 
paintings.” They were mostly of children with angel wings. Though, 
there were several of a Jesus with a great many little sheep. “What 
kinda product does he use to get his hair to glow like that, you think? ” 



she touched her own. “ Oh, well. ” She turned and poked her head 
through the doorway behind her. “Well, that’s kinda boring.” It 
was stacked fulla cardboard boxes. The same word repeated so many 
times across rectangular surfaces it could lead to semantic satiation. 
And the amount of cardboard probably accounted for half of the 
forest of the same name, if there’d been that much left of it. “You 
must account for a quarter of her yearly earnings, or something. ” She 
withdrew and turned and started down the hallway. Next up: just a 
bathroom. She cast the phone upwards. This’s something most people 
didn’t tend to do. For some reason, they hadn’t evolved to think that 
much of importance could go on up there. But there is variation and 
genetic drift, so eventually someone probably had to come along who 
would’ve. “Bit of mold.” She cast the light around. “You know, you 
shouldn’t use this brand of toothpaste, you know. ” She turned and 
went into the hallway again, “it gives your teeth brown spots, you 
know. Haven’t you seen the video?” She paused and leaned through 
a darkened doorway. The light fell over clothes haphazardly piled in 
plastic laundry baskets and stacked over the level of her head. “ Scary. ” 
They did look like they could topple over any minute. The fact that 
everything was crammed into them, rather than being neatly folded, 
was the only reason they hadn’t yet come tumbling down. The door 
on the front loader was open. “Yeah, I’m not looking in there. ” She 
turned. “Former Lone Survivors Girls have instincts.” She looked 
through the doorway on the opposite side of the hall. She cast her 
light down the way. The door at the end was closed. She cast the 
light upwards. A thin white rope dangled overhead at that end and 
would’ve allowed someone to pull down the ladder to get into the 
attic. The problem was she couldn’t have reached it without a chair. 
She flicked the light back down and illuminated the closed door at 
the end of the hall. “Everything’s always the last place you look. So 
you should be down there. But nothing’s ever where it’s supposed 
to be, is it.” She turned toward the open doorway next to her. “So 
obviously you have to be somewhere else.” She leaned in. “Well, 
that’s not creepy.” About a few hundred eyes reflected in the light of 
the phone. There were only three walls. Where the fourth would’ve 
been was a span of cantilevered doors hiding closet space. But shelving 
tracks’d been screwed to everything that could be screwed to, spaced 



roughly about what by most building plans’d’ve been two studs apart. 
And the brackets were spaced to allow each shelf to accommodate 
only just the height of the tallest figure that sat on it, and most of 
the figures were grouped by height, so space utilization was at max¬ 
imum. She stepped inside for a closer look. They seemed to have 
some kind of magnetism that way. So she stood there in front of 
the nearest wall of shelving, starting at the bottom, the muscles in 
her neck tight as she looked down, and going till her head’d craned 
all the way back and the muscles in her neck tightened again. She 
turned and cast her light toward the shelving on the next wall. “Now, 
is that really appropriate?” She turned, again, toward the shelving 
she stood immediately in front of “l mean, sure, they might should 
not be right straight side by side, but doesn’t Gundam belong just 
a little closer to Evangelion than this? And it’s not by studio.... Or 
even hair color. Hmmm. ” She turned. She stepped toward the third 
wall and a third set of shelving. She shook her head and turned. She 
cast her light over the bed in the center of the room. “Ooh, Eva bed 
sheets. I want.” The placement of the single bed in the middle of 
the room made it seem like something of an alter. An old dresser 
and a window with an air-conditioner in it precluded the shelving 
from completely taking over the third wall. A flat-screen tv sat atop 
the dresser, duct tape over the top of it where the camera’d be, dvd 
and Blu-ray cases and things with wires stacked up either side under 
it, spilling out of the open drawers. She raised the phone and took 
a picture of it, but only one. “Boring.” She turned, looking around 
at all the eyes that gazed at-ish the center of the room. She turned, 
again. “l will not look under the bed.” She shook her head. “First 
of all, nothing good can come of that. And second of all, what point 
is there?” She stepped toward the sets of cantilevered doors. “Right?” 
She grasped one of the knobs and jerked the door open. And the 
phone light illuminated him standing there holding a plastic base¬ 
ball bat. He stood there frozen like that. A few seconds passed. She 
said, “Well?” 

“You’re not supposed to be here. ” 

“Well, that depends on how you look at it.” 

A few seconds passed. 

“Get out or...” 
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A few seconds passed. “ Oooor? ” 

“I’ve called the police.” 

“oh, really?” 

“Yes....” 

“I don’t believe you. ” 

A few seconds passed. “Why...?” 

“Because I’m here to find out if you exist, and if you didn’t, I 
obviously wouldn’t be here. And if you could talk to strangers on the 
telephone then obviously you wouldn’t exist. ” 

A few seconds passed. 

“I did....” 

“Are you by chance attempting to literalize the metaphor?” She 
looked around at the inside of the closet. 

“What...?” 

“Some people have that tendency, you know, literalizing 
metaphors.” 

“ What’re you talking about?” 

“You know, a figure of speech in which you have a word or phrase 
applied to a given object or set of objects but which isn’t meant to be 
taken literally... until it is?” 

“You can’t be here. This’s breaking and entering!” 

“No, this is reportage. All doctors, after all, may play golf, but that 
doesn’t make all golf players doctors, now, does it?” 

“You’re not supposed to be here. You’d better get out! ” 

“No.” 

“What...?” 

“Negative. Not affirmative. Um... No....” She paused. “Uh...” 
She shrugged. “Wow...” She cocked her head, “is that Asuka under¬ 
wear?” He stood there in just a t-shirt and underwear. “Boys get all 
the best underwear. Speaking of which, mine’re wet, so you wouldn’t 
happen to have some I could borrow, would you? What’re those? Size 
smallish?” 

“ IVho the hell are you?” 

She sighed. “Manic Depressive Pixie Lesbian Reporter Girl.” She 
waved the phone around. “ What’d you think? ” She paused. “ Oh... 
pose. ” And she jabbed her fist into the air as high as she could over 
her head. “Yeah!” 


13 



“Km can’t be in here.” 

She shook her head. “Now, I’ve already had this conversation once 
today.” She sighed and shook her head again. “l mean, what is it 
with Americans? Just because you shouldn’t do it doesn’t mean you 
can’t not not do it? Right? ” The phone in her hand went off, and 
the screen lit up and lit a quarter of one side of her, and she glanced 
at it. She held up a finger. “ One moment. ” She used that same 
finger to swipe, then she went back to holding it up at him as she 
pressed the phone against her ear. “Yeah. ... Okay. ... Okay. 
... Yeah. ... Okay. ... No. ... Yeah. ... Okay.” She 
pulled the phone away from the side of her head and used the finger 
she’d been holding up at him to flick the screen and scroll down. She 
kept periodically flicking the screen, the oblong rectangle of light 
illuminating the frames of her glasses, casting shadow lines across 
her face behind them, and reflecting solely in the blacks of her eyes. 
She paused and looked up. “Oh, sorry. Where were we?” 

“Get out!” 

“No.” She looked down at the screen. She touched it with her 
index finger and then shifted to hold it in both her hands while she 
tapped the screen with her thumbs. 

“ This’s my house!” 

“Uh huh. ” She didn’t look up, and she continued to tap the screen 
with her thumbs. 

“You’re not supposed to be in here!” 

“uh huh.” She still didn’t look up. 

“I’ll... I’ll.. .hit you....” 

“uh huh. ” She didn’t look up, and she continued to tap the screen 
with her thumbs. 

“I will....” 

She didn’t reply. 

“I will!” 

Still looking down at the screen, backlight illuminating her face, 
she turned and, still tapping the screen, stepped across the room. She 
stopped in front of one of the sets of shelves, still looking down at 
the phone. 

“I will!” He still remained in the closet. 

“I ordered some new underwear,” she said, without looking up or 
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over her shoulder. “With Prymal it says a drone should be here in 
seven hours. I guess I can survive commando till then. If need be. ” 

“Get out!” 

She turned, but she didn’t look up from the screen. She continued 
to stroke it with her index finger. “Haven’t I already said no?” She 
continued to scroll. “Don’t you know that no means no?” Still 
looking at the screen, she turned and stepped out into the hallway. 

He stood there in the closet sometime after the light from the 
phone’d receded down the hallway. He still breathed hard. But what 
ever’d loosened tensed when a dry, hollow avalanche of crashing 
plastic carried down the hall and through the open doorway. He 
breathed hard. Seconds passed. Though, how many would’ve been 
impossible to tell in the dark. There wasn’t a clock in the room. Some 
parts of some of the figures glowed in the dark. He listened for any 
sound. Time passed. Maybe. 

He carefully stepped out into the room. Still holding the plastic 
baseball bat gripped tightly, he stepped around the bed. His eyes were 
then adjusted to the darkness again. And he knew the space. Care¬ 
fully, he stepped into the hallway. He still held the plastic baseball 
bat high. He took a few steps down the hall. He paused. He couldn’t 
hear anything. Light ahead. Not artificial light. Light with the char¬ 
acter of light from the outside. He couldn’t really see the doorway 
from where he stood, though. He gripped the plastic baseball bat 
harder. Of course, if he’d gripped it much harder, it’d’ve ended up cus¬ 
tom molded. He took a few steps down the hall. He glanced toward 
the darkened doorways. He eased past. Humans, generally, have an 
evolved tendency to look down, on occasion. But, usually, the other 
person’s eyes are up here. That and looking at one’s feet tends to have 
only so much social utility, depending on the society in question, of 
course. So even though there was enough light to see it by, and his 
eyes’d adjusted enough, he didn’t see it, and he accidentally punted an 
empty plastic milk jug down the hall, which made quite a bit of hol¬ 
low noise as it collided with all the rest that’d come flowing out across 
the floor. He jumped and swung the plastic baseball bat and smashed 
a section of drywall, which collapsed inward in the rounded, oblong 
shape of the end of the plastic baseball bat, and the vibration knocked 
a couple of frames off their nails, which weren’t very well fastened into 


15 



the drywall anyway; being so small, they had a tendency to work their 
way down because of the weight of the frames and glass, thin nails be¬ 
ing drawn down through drywall like dull knives. But because of this, 
he jumped back against the opposite wall, and his shoulder hit a frame 
and it came down. So at this point, being surrounded, the only thing 
to do was power forward, which sent him kicking through the empty 
plastic milk jugs that’d flowed out into the hall. He kicked some of 
them ahead of him as he burst into the dining area. He breathed hard. 

“Sorry,” she said. 

He froze. 

She emerged from the living room. Still looking down at the 
phone, having gone back to tapping each side of the screen with her 
thumbs, she moved toward the kitchen. “l just couldn’t resist any 
longer.” 

His eyes followed her. Daylight through the open door made him 
squint and his eyes water. Then his gaze settled on the blackened and 
broken edge of the door. “What the hell did you do to the door?” 

“Well, you didn’t answer.” She continued to look down at the 
phone. She stopped in front of the kitchen sink and leaned against 
the counter. There was a window behind the sink, but like all the 
rest, it’d been covered over with a black plastic garbage bag too. She 
looked away from the phone and glanced down at the sink. “ Ick. ” 
She pulled a face. She tried to go back to looking at the phone, but 
her gaze kept being drawn back down to the sink, and she cringed 
and turned her back to it. “ick.” She tapped on the phone, “it’s 
a good thing there aren’t things that can crawl around anymore. ” 
She held up the phone. The flash went off. It momentarily left an 
amorphous spot in his eyes. 

“ What the hell’re you doing?” 

“ Gathering background. ” She turned and took a picture of the 
sink. “Local color.” 

“Get out!” 

“No.” 

He stood there silent. She turned toward the refrigerator and 
freezer again. “Oh, I don’t wanna know.” She stepped toward it, 
holding the phone out as if it were a talisman and watching on its 
screen as she reached out and opened the door and light spilled out. 



“Well, I may have seen worse.” The phone made a shutter sound. She 
closed the door and turned, looking down at the phone as she tapped 
the screen with her thumbs. “ So do you stay in the closet all the time? 
For background, I have a case study of a guy who stayed in his closet 
for a year and went to the toilet in plastic bags.” She continued to 
look down at the phone as she tapped the screen with her thumbs. 

“Get out!” 

“No.” She stood there in the middle of the kitchen, looking down 
at the phone. 

“This’s breaking and entering.” 

“Technically.” She still didn’t look up. 

“You’ll get arrested for this.” 

“ And are you going to call strange 911 people on the phone and talk 
to them and then talk to strange police officers with guns when they 
come around... ? ” She looked up. “ In those underwear? ” She looked 
back down at the phone. “And you’re going to go to court and talk 
in front of all those strange people there, are you?” She paused from 
tapping the screen with her thumbs and looked up. “Hmm?” 

He didn’t reply. 

“Didn’t think so.” She looked down at the phone again. “This 
just goes down as possibly more proof, I think.” 

“More proof of what?” 

“Answering the question.” She shook her head, but she didn’t 
look up from the screen. “What else would it be about? This whole 
show’s about it.” 

“ IVhat show?” 

She sighed. “ The special embedded investigative report, of course. ” 
She sighed and shook her head. 

“ What report?” 

She sighed. “ On the existence or not of American hikikomori. ” 
She sighed. “What else?” 

“I do n’t...get out!” 

She sighed. She still didn’t look up from the phone. “Look, I’ve 
told you no. What don’t you understand about no means no?” She 
raised the phone to take another picture. 

“Stop taking pictures!” 

“How else am I supposed to figure out 
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underwear if you won’t tell me?” The flash went off. With it pointed 
at him, it temporarily blinded him. When he could see anything 
again, she still stood there looking down at the phone as she tapped 
the screen with her thumbs. 

“ What’re you doing?" 

“ Bigeye reverse image lookup. ” She shifted the phone to one hand 
and stroked the screen with her index Anger. 

“Get outl" 

She sighed. “You really have boundary issues, don’t you.” 

“ This’s my house!” 

“ Oh, that’s great. ” She held up the phone toward him. “ Let’s talk 
about that.” She adjusted her glasses. “So we’re here with Mathew of 
Mathew Inside the Box, who’s going to help us once and for all prove 
whether or not American hikikomori’re real or not.” 

“ IVho the hell’re you talking to?” 

“Framing.” She adjusted her glasses. “You should know this. You 
do YouTubing. ” 

“Y... What’re you doing?” He moved toward her. He grabbed 
for the phone, but she dodged out of the way, but kept the camera 
trained on him as he stumbled and almost fell into the floor in front 
of the refrigerator. 

“Theft of personal property isn’t nice, you know. ” 

He whirled round. ^‘'You’re in my house!” 

“ Obviously. ” Her face remained partially obscured behind the 
phone, and the light from it shone in his eyes. “So this’s you’re 
house?” 

“Yes, this’s my house!” 

“ And how did you pay for it? ” 

“ tVhat do you mean how did I pay for it?” 

“ How’d you get it? ” 

“It’s mine.” 

She sighed. “Buy it? Inherit it? What?” 

He paused there a moment, looking at her. “ Get out!” 

“ A good reporter girl doesn’t stop until she gets the answers to the 
questions she’s after.” 

He stood there huffing, his face illuminated by the light of the 
phone. “It was my parent’s. There.” 




“ And how do you pay for it? ” 

“what do you mean how do I pay for it?” 

“Property taxes, utilities, etc. You know.” 

“That’s none of your business.” 

“ Good reporter girls make it their business. ” 

“I pay for it.” 

“Oh. How?” 

“Ijust do.” 

“How?” 

“Iget money. ” 

“ Your Patreon’s only got four people now. And at a dollar a month 
... I don’t know if reporter girls are supposed to do so well at math. ” 

“Get out!” 

“Don’t yell at me.” She adjusted the height of the phone. “Now, 
are you a gainfully employed member of society or not? Or are you a 
NEET or a EREETER? ” 

“Get out!” 

She turned away from him. “Maybe we need more background 
material first. ” She started toward the hall, stepping around him 
faster than he could respond or react. 

He turned. “ Where’re you going?” 

“Trusty reporter girls never leave anything unchecked.” Empty 
plastic milk jugs rebounded hollowly as she pushed her way through 
them. 

“ Where’re you going?” He ran after her, kicking empty plastic 
milk jugs out of the way. But he hooked his big toe in the handle of 
one and stumbled and fell down into the mass of them. The collected 
hollow plastic broke the majority of his fall, but where several of them 
had been crushed beneath his weight the plastic’d deformed into 
sharp points which stabbed into his stomach and chest like a bodkin 
inserted behind Newton’s eye, and for a moment or two he saw a few 
sparkly shapes. Groaning, he rolled around and tried to push himself 
up, shoved crushed empty plastic milk jugs away, but they just slid 
down through the doorway again. He’d dropped the plastic baseball 
bat, it swallowed up in and beneath them somewhere. Grabbing the 
doorjamb, he pulled himself up and kicked empty plastic milk jugs 
out of his way. He ran down toward the end of the hallway. The 
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doorway already partially open, he slammed his palm into it and sent 
the hollow interior door back against the wall with a metallic clink 
that indicated the doorknob’d slammed into the wainscoting and 
probably gouged it. Then, all of a sudden, the room lights went on, 
and he was as blind as a bat that’d fallen through a wormhole into 
noon. Instinctively, his eyes screwed shut. He threw up his hands. 

“So this’s where it all happens.” 

He tried to open one of his eyes, but the light was still too harsh, 
and it made the eye he tried to open sprout a stream. He could hear 
the phone’s shutter sound going off. 

“what is it with guys and these racing-gaming chairs?” 

His head turned as he tried to follow the sound of her around the 
room. He tried to open his eye again. It hurt but was tolerable. “This’s 
my room— Get out. ” 

“ Oh, wow. ” She stood looking at the rows and rows of Blu-rays 
and DVDS. She slipped the phone into her front jacket pocket and 
reached up onto tiptoe and pulled down a boxed set. 

“Don’t touch that.” 

“ Oh, the ultra limited edition of the complete Re: Gundam 78. 
So cool.” 

“Don’t touch that!” With one eye still closed, he tried to grab the 
boxed set out of her hands, but she stepped out of the way, and unbal¬ 
anced, he fell onto the floor. He scrambled up. “ GIVE ME THAT!” 

“okay.” She extended it toward him. “Here.” He took it from 
her. “All you had to do was ask.” She turned and started looking 
over the room. She pulled the phone from her front jacket pocket. 

Standing there with the boxed set clutched against his chest, he 
finally managed to get his other eye open. 

“Ooh doo doo.” She continued to scan her eyes along the shelves. 
“The complete Trigun Maximum plus OVAs. Kill La Kill, of course. 
Like... every Monogatari, like... how is that even possible... ? Panty 
And Stocking, all three seasons megaset. Of course. Nichijou, four 
season compendium. You heard there’s another season of this coming 
out, right? Never too much, right? ” She didn’t look up from the shelf 
“ Cardcaptor Sakura Megaset... Cardcaptor Sakura —both sets— ” 
She whistled. “So much Jojo She shook her head in awe. “This 
represents the GDP of a small country. ” 



“So what?” 

“It’s merely a factual statement. The kind of thing any good 
reporter girl worth her salt would know. ” 

“Reporter of what}” 

“what do you need?” She looked over at him and grinned. 
“Now... ” She raised the phone. “How does one afford all this? ” 

^‘'That’s none of your business.” 

“But a good reporter girl makes it her business.” 

He still stood there clutching the boxed set to his chest. “ Get out.” 

She sighed. “Aren’t you tired of yelling that?” 

“This’s my house and my stuff—so why don’t you leave me alone?” 

“Because that’s not what a good reporter girl does. ” 

He stood there with the boxed set clutched against his chest. “Get 
out.” 

“No.” She turned and aimed her camera at the computer desk and 
the things piled over and on it. And she took a few steps to the side 
to get a shot of one of the other shelves, then the shelves attached to 
the wall above the computer desk. 

“Get out!” 

“ No. ” She turned and pointed the phone at another set of shelving. 

He set the boxed set on a shelf “I’ll throw you out. ” 

“Uh huh.” She didn’t turn to look at him. 

“I will.” 

“uh huh.” She raised the phone higher over her head so she could 
get a better view of the spines of the disc cases on the shelves she 
couldn’t reach. 

“I will.” 

“uh huh.” She brought the phone down to eye level again and 
started to scroll through the images she’d collected. 

“ This’s my house!” 

“Yap.” She turned, her back still to him, and held up the phone. 

“STOP TAKING PICTURES!” 

“A good reporter girl’s supposed to take pictures.” She turned and 
faced him with the phone held at eye level, and the flash went off. He 
recoiled from it. And the afterimage hung burnt into his vision as he 
watched her turn round again. 

“GET OUT!” 
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“No.” 

“ WHY WON’T YOU LEAVE?” 

“Because,” she turned and squatted as best her dress skirt allowed 
and pointed her camera at a lower shelf, “that’s not what a good 
reporter girl would do. ” She shifted her head to the side to look away 
from the screen and at the dvds the phone was pointed at. “Oooh.” 
She clicked-off the phone and laid it on the edge of the shelf 

“Don’t touch that.” 

She pulled out one of the dvd cases. “How many lifetimes worth 
of video footage do you think you have here? ” She turned the dvd 
case over and started to read the back. 

He was lost as to a reply to this question. And from it, somewhere, 
a vague sense of something rose up, and his hands started to shake. 
“ Please, just leave. ” He paused. “ I won’t... I won’t call anybody... if 
you just leave. Nobody has to know about anything. Just... leave. ” 

“No.” 

“ WHY NOT?” 

“Because that’s not what a good reporter girl would do.” She re¬ 
slotted the DVD case back into where it’d been. She lifted the phone 
from the shelf and rose. “So... ” She continued to look at the shelving 
as she spoke. “ This’s all cool and all. But I mean...” She turned. “ It’s 
not like a bleeping big collection of animation makes a hikikomori. ” 
She grinned. “Not that it doesn’t make one either. It’s just completely 
orthogonal to the problem, you know.” 

“ Why...” He stood there a moment. “ I... Why do you keep going 
on about hikikomori?” 

“Well, that’s the title of the program, duh?” She shook her head. 
“ It’s hostile toward the audience if you make them think you’re going 
to talk about one thing and then you go off and talk to another. That 
just violates the whole social contract, right there.” 

“what... show?” 

She sighed. “The one we’re all on now, dummy. ” She shook her 
head. She aimed the phone at him. “So what is your opinion on 
whether or not you are or are not an American hikikomori? Of 
course, your opinion doesn’t mean anything, but it’s still important, 
anyway. ” 

“Hikikomories are in Japan.” 
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“That’s why I asked you about American hikis.” She sighed. 

He paused there, his mouth open as if he might say something. But 
instead of what he could’ve said, he said, “Get out.” 

“No.” 

“Please...just leave. Please.” 

“No. ” She continued to hold up the phone and look at the screen. 

“ Why won’t you go away?” 

“I told you. That’s not what a good—” 

“You’re not a reporter! ” 

“Yes, I am.” 

"‘'Reporters don’t break into people’s houses.” 

“Reporters aren’t the law. ” Because she continued to look at the 
screen as she spoke, it seemed as if she were speaking to the screen, or 
at it. “There’s no fruit of the poisoned tree. It doesn’t matter what 
we find out or how, it’s fair game.” 

“This isn’t legal.” 

“Watergate wasn’t legal.” 

He stood there in silence, with his mouth partially open. He swal¬ 
lowed and licked his lips. “You can’t—you’re not supposed to come 
into people’s houses without permission.” 

She sighed. “We’ve already talked about this. Or do you think that 
memory problems are associated with being a potential American 
hiki? Since I’ve already introduced the technical term, you don’t 
mind if I abbreviate now, do you?” 

He stood there in silence. “ If you’ll just go... the police...” 

“Well, call them.” 

He didn’t reply to this. Already, his heart’d begun to race just from 
the possibility of the thought of dialing a phone. But of course, it 
didn’t particularly matter in that there wasn’t one in the house. The 
service, defined as vital, would continue to be billed regardless. So he 
didn’t have to worry about it one way or the other while the numbers 
remained above zero. This made him clench his fists. The possibility 
of using some online phone stand-in service momentarily reared its 
head. He grit his teeth. “GET OUT GET OUT GET.” 

“No.” 

“I’LL MAKE YOU GET OUT!” 

“YOU’RE OUT OF ORDER” 
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He froze there. 

She shook her head. She sighed, “it’s okay.” She continued to 
look at the screen. “We’ll pick it up again later.” She continued to 
tap the screen with her thumbs. “So...” 

She paused, still looking down at the screen. “ Oh, what the bleep. ” 
And she started to tap the screen with her thumbs again. “We’ll try 
it. ” She continued to tap the screen with her thumbs. “ We can always 
cut it later.” 

She continued to tap the screen with her thumbs. 

“So just keep in mind that you’re admitting you’re going to physi¬ 
cally accost a hundred-two-pound girl while you’re in your underwear. 
All on camera. You gotta admit it doesn’t look good.” 

“You’re... Km’ re the one that came into my house’.” 

“Well, yeah, but you know how it works. You’ve made some of the 
videos on it yourself. I mean, all they’ll have to do is show the jury 
some of these hentai DVDs and what do you think’ll happen? ” She 
grinned. “Pervert.” 

He stood there shaking. 

“So why did you stop posting on YouTube?” 

He didn’t reply. 

“ I mean, I guess...” She looked up from the phone and around the 
room. “Do you ever find yourself just staring at clocks in the corners 
of screens?” 

His mouth’d gone dry. For a moment, he had difficulty motivating 
his tongue. “What... ?” 

“Do you ever stare at clocks? I’ve seen reports that sometimes hikis 
sit around and do that. I’m just trying to move us forward. After all, 
that’s what a good reporter girl would do. ” 

“I...” 

“Well, you don’t have to answer everything right off.” She looked 
down at the phone again. “We’ve got plenty of time. It’ll take a while 
to pull the whole thing together, you know. Special reports aren’t just 
this and that and done. They’re not like live news, you know. They’re 
not real time, whatever they’re about’s gone past by the time they’re 
there. So we’ve got plenty of time. I mean, if you’re not feeling up to 

“ What’re... what’re you talking about... ? ” 
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she sighed. “ Maybe we should take a break and come back when 
you’re fresher.” She lowered the phone. “Yeah, I think that’d be bet¬ 
ter.” She glanced down at the phone, “it’s probably near lunchtime, 
anyway.” She turned toward the doorway, but before starting toward 
the hallway, she paused and looked over her shoulder. “You got any¬ 
thing besides that... stuff in the fridge? ” He still stood there with his 
mouth slightly open. “Don’t worry about it.” She turned and started 
into the hall. “I’ll figure it out.” 

After a couple of moments of listening to her heels resound against 
the parquet floor and the hollow sounds of empty plastic milk jugs 
being shoved out of the way, he lurched toward the door and started 
down the hallway. But adjusted to the lighted room, he almost stum¬ 
bled and fell over the empty plastic milk jugs again. Ahold of the 
wall, he kicked some of them out of the way. The door had indeed 
been shut. Though, some light still shone through the hole where 
the lock’d been. 

Reese stood in the kitchen. She’d pulled a chair over from the 
dining table and stood on it to get up and look in the cabinets above 
the sink. “You always leave the door open all the time?” she said, 
without pulling her head out. She held up the phone to have enough 
light to see. She withdrew her head from the cabinet and closed the 
door. “I thought you might have some sensitivity to light. So I didn’t 
want to bother you anymore, so I just left them off. ” 

From somewhere, anger surged up inside him, and he jerked and 
slapped outward and stmck the light switch and flooded the dining 
area side of the room with light. 

“ Thanks. ” She stepped down out of the chair. “ But if it’s bothering 
you, I’m fine. ” She pulled the chair under another cabinet. “ But that’s 
fine. I’ve got my own light.” She motioned with the phone before 
she climbed up into the chair and opened a cabinet door and stuck 
her head inside. “God, this is really bad.” 

“ G...” He started across the dining area but stopped at the end of 
the table. “ Get out of my house. ” 

“You keep saying that,” she said, as she pulled her head out of the 
cabinet. She stepped down out of the chair. She looked at the open bag 
of PowMeal+ that sat on the counter beside the sink. “You really eat 
this stuff?” She took a picture of it. “Like, put it inside your body?” 
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“Stop taking pictures." 

“I have to document the scene.” She turned round, paused, then 
she clicked-ofF the phone and slipped it into her front jacket pocket. 
“Do I even wanna look in the freezer?” She didn’t look at him as she 
said it, and after she said it, she stepped across the way and gripped the 
handle. “There’s not, like, heads, or something, in here, are there?” 
She pulled out the phone and clicked it on with her thumb, just in 
case. And she pulled open the freezer door, and coldness spilled out 
over her. She sighed and closed it. She turned toward him. “Well, 
you can’t expect me to eat this. ” 

“Thenget out.” 

But she just stood there and looked down at the phone and started 
to peck at the glass surface with her thumbs. After a while of this, he 
finally said, “What the hell’re you doing?” 

“ I’m looking for... ” She flicked her finger down the length of 
the screen a couple times. “Yes.... ” She went back to pecking at the 
glass surface with her thumbs. 

“What...” 

She held up a finger. “Don’t intermpt. This’s important.” She 
returned her other thumb to tapping the screen. After a while of this, 
she clicked the phone off and slipped it into her front jacket pocket. 
“Alright.” 

“ What the hell’re you doing?" 

“ Ordering lunch. ” 

“Or....” 

“ I’m actually surprised. I wouldn’t’ve thought they’d deliver all the 
way out here. But you learn something new every day, I guess, right? 
I mean, I suppose a good reporter girl doesn’t think she knows it all, 
right? I mean, that would just be completely egotistical, wouldn’t it?” 

“You’re... you’re not allowed to be here. This’s my house. ” 

“Ummm. Yes. Aaand...yes.” 

He just looked at her. 

She walked toward him. He jumped back. 

“So tell me about the living room.” 

“What...?” 

She passed him. “ Well, I mean, not exactly you’re...” She stopped 
in the doorway and looked into the room. “... style, is it? ” Reaching 
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out along the wall, she found the light switch and flicked it on and 
went inside. By the time he’d moved toward the doorway, she’d pulled 
out a phone again and was taking some pictures of the cross-stitch 
patterns framed and hung on one of the walls. “ And this wallpaper...” 
She repositioned to get a shot of it. “Yuck.” She shivered, “it looks 
worse than what’s in the fridge. ” She turned and sat in one of the 
wingback chairs. “These’re, like, old people chairs.” She shifted 
around in it, but it was impossible to get comfortable. It was like a 
high-backed pew singlet covered in poppy-print fabric. “ And dust...” 
She leaned forward to take a picture of the coffee table. 

This whole time he’d just stood there in the doorway watching her 
as she’d moved around and then scooched forward on the seat to be 
able to lean back as she brought the phone up and started tapping on 
the screen. “You know, you still haven’t told me where you get your 
underwear. Do they only come in Asuka, or can you get Rei, too? ” 
She paused from tapping the screen with her thumbs and looked up 
at him. “Well?” 

Finally, he more fully realized he was standing there in just a t-shirt 
and his underwear. And after looking down at himself, he turned 
and quickly passed down the hallway and left Reese to sigh and shake 
her head and look down at the phone again and go back to tapping 
the glass surface. Empty plastic milk jugs rebounded hollowly down 
the hall, but she didn’t look up at this. And she didn’t immediately 
look up when Mathew’d stepped into the doorway again, this time 
wearing a pair of jeans, which he’d fought with zipping the fly of as 
he’d kicked empty plastic milk jugs out of his way coming back up 
the hall. But after a moment, she did glance up. “That’s okay, ” she 
said. She looked down at the phone again. “I’ve still got a reference 
photo. ” 

“Get. Out. Of My. House.” The pants had brought with them a 
new sense of selfhood. 

She didn’t look up from the phone. “l haven’t even eaten lunch 
yet.” 

And as a sort of delayed reaction to this, he lunged into the living 
room and snatched the phone out of her hand and retreated toward 
the door and spun round there holding it in his hand and looking at 
her. Still scooched forward on the seat, she didn’t bother to look up 
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at him, and instead she reached into her purse and pulled out another 
phone. 

He gripped the one in his hand so hard that the casing popped. 
“ Get out. ” 

“Look,” she didn’t look up from the phone as she continued to 
tap the screen with her thumbs, “l know you must like saying that, 
sounding like you have some authority and all, but it’s really getting 
old, you know?” 

“Get out!” 

She sighed. “No.” 

“I’m gonna throw you out.” 

“You’d better not.” She still didn’t look up from the phone. 

“Why?” 

“Because I’ll take any and all bruises right down to the local con¬ 
stabulary and tell them—very truthfully—all about how you man¬ 
handled me. ” 

“ Because you’re in my house.” 

“So?” She still didn’t look up from the phone. “You think that’s 
going to matter? You’ve made videos about it. ” She still didn’t look 
up. “You can watch them on my phone if you want. They’re book- 
marked.” She continued to tap the screen with her thumbs. 

“You think you can just come in and do what you want?” 

“Well, isn’t that what you’ve said is exactly what we can do? ” She 
paused a moment, watching something, and she giggled to herself 
“oh, I’m going to send you this.” The phone in his hand buzzed. 
“It’s adorable.” 

He looked down at the device in his hand and the popup on the 
screen, but he didn’t really see any of those three or four things. 

“Also,” she said, and she still hadn’t looked up from the phone, 
“you might want to keep in mind that all the tech companies at large 
have triangulated these phones to between the towers in this general 
area—though only one bar—that’s really sad, you know?” Without 
looking up, she continued to tap the screen with her thumbs. “ But all 
of them know exactly where I’m at. And all your WiFi information’s 
been transferred back to them and connected up with whatever it is 
you do online, so it’d kinda be trivial to trace that I’m here back to 
you—by the way, is it one of the benefits of living out in the country 
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like this that you don’t have to worry about WiFi passwords because 
there isn’t anyone else within line of sight?” Without looking up, 
she continued to tap the screen with her thumbs. “Also, if they 
wanted, law enforcement, or whoever, could track my phone records 
back to Pizza Pasta Palace, and from there they’re gonna know that 
the iCredit account associated with this phone was used to send an 
order to this address—And how do you feel about pasta?” Without 
looking up, she continued to tap the screen with her thumbs. “l 
mean, it’s really all wheat, so pasta with sauce and cheese is really 
just molecularly the same as pizza, when you think about it. And 
isn’t it sad—you ever watch PBS? I don’t see why that shouldn’t be 
compatible with a hiki lifestyle, do you? But it’s so too bad about that 
whole thing, isn’t it? I mean, what kinda whack job do you have to 
be to go around murdering people because they’ve decided they’re 
not gonna do wheat for six months, huh?” She stopped tapping a 
moment and just looked at the screen. She giggled and shook her 
head and stroked the screen with her index finger and went back to 
tapping it with her thumbs. “But, anyway, if you’re that kinda sort, 
and I just disappear, they’re gonna know right where to come and 
in which freezer to look.” She continued to tap the screen with her 
thumbs. “And the problem with being a hiki serial killer—that is 
a hiki who is a serial killer, well the problem there is you can’t mn 
very far, can you? Then you just become a regular old serial killer— 
but a killer who expressly targeted hikis, well, you know that’d be 
something completely different—though it’d be hard to be one, don’t 
you think?” Without looking up, she continued to tap the screen 
with her thumbs. “l mean, being a hiki serial killer, as opposed to a 
serial killer who kills hikis, because, you know, the hiki... the first 
one, the former, all their victims’d have to come to them. ” Still 
without looking up, she continued to tap the screen with her thumbs. 
“ It’d be like a... human Venus fly trap.... ” She giggled to herself “ Or 
something. ” Without looking up, she continued to tap the screen 
with her thumbs. “And it must be very hard to be an anti-social serial 
killer.” She paused a moment to stroke the screen and scroll down 
before she started tapping the screen with her thumbs again. “ Of 
course, on the other end, it wouldn’t be very sporty, would it? I mean, 
it’s not like they can mn far. And you probably wouldn’t even have 
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to worry about being caught. I mean, you know, they’re like those 
old people that fall over in their apartments and they just lay there 
rotting on the floor until somebody in the apartment below notices 
something dripping through the ceiling. ” She wrinkled her nose. 
“Ick.” And she shook her head to clear out that mental image. “But 
they’d go on like that a long time before anyone even knew there 
were a serial killer.” Without looking up, she continued to tap the 
screen with her thumbs. “ Of course, I guess if you’re out in a place 
like this, and with doors that don’t lock properly, there might be all 
kinds of local wildlife that’d come in poking around and carry parts 
off. They might not ever know you were dead. I mean, you know, 
they might find some blood... You see that video about those hyenas 
that killed that gazelle in that food court inside that African resort?” 
She grimaced and shook her head. “ Course, I guess if they don’t have 
a body, they’ll just assume you probably just skipped off somewhere. 
I mean, people, they disappear all the time, don’t they?” Without 
looking up, she continued to tap the screen with her thumbs. “ We 
reporter girls have to deal with cases like that sometimes. But it has 
been known to happen, you know. People just up and go poof and 
vanish.” She looked up at him. “Have you ever considered going 
poop” 

He stood there several moments, silent. “ W... ” 

The driveway alarm blared, and he jumped. 

He stood there still shaking as engine noise carried from some¬ 
where not so distant. And the phone in her hand made sparkly noises, 
and she looked down at it. “ Ooh, don’t yuh love it when they overesti¬ 
mate!” She jumped up outa the seat. She moved toward the darkened 
foyer and the front door. 

“W...” His mouth remained open, but nothing else emerged, 
and he just stood there in the doorway while she grunted and the 
deadbolt finally snapped out of place, and she pulled open the door, 
dislodging collected fossilized cobwebs on the inside and out. She 
tried to open the screen door, which squealed, but it shortly jammed 
up against the junk piled on the front porch. “Hi! ” She waved, “just 
leave it on...yeah, the chair there. That’ll be fine. Thank you.” 
She continued to wave as the sound of the motor receded down the 
drive. And then she closed the door. “You see,” she said, as she 
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emerged from the foyer and into the kitchen, “this’s the convenience 
and power of modern electronic systems at work,” she said, as she 
crossed the kitchen, “almost never before in human history could 
you not’ve had to worry about paying for something when it shows 
up. ” She pulled open the back door and climbed down onto the piled 
particleboard and wire milk crate and the car tire and disappeared. 
And after a moment, he turned and crossed into the living room 
and tugged one of the blackout curtains aside and looked down the 
way to ensure that the delivery car’d gone. Delivery cars were staffed 
by people more often random than ups and Fedex carriers, right? 
So who knew how many people now knew this place was here for 
sure? Usually you had to be local to get around on the roads in this 
area; Googleplex and iCartographica were so wacky in this part of 
the country that it was more likely than not that you’d end up on 
an ancient logging road or a road that didn’t exist and get stuck and 
disappear in the night, unknown whether or not you’d simply been 
carried off by the massive packs of larger-than-average coyotes that 
roamed through the area between twilights, those great roving packs 
that only existed because they’d tried to kill them all, but coyote 
reproduction’d long before pulled a trick and evolved for population 
bottle-necking just like that and’d thus been bestowed with the ability 
to almost instantly expand or contract litter sizes in relation to the 
relativity of abundance, leading to the contradiction of the more they 
were hunted and killed the greater the population, which eventually 
came to be seen as not necessarily such a bad thing, at least maybe they 
would deal with the communists that were supposed to be out there... 
somewhere. He watched her go down to the end of the walk and lift 
the cardboard boxes and aluminum containers stacked down there 
on an old chair. And when she turned around carrying them, he ran 
back out of the living room and into the kitchen. Afternoon sunlight 
streamed in through the open doorway, and he jerked the door closed. 
Instinctively, he reached for the lock, but only found the hole and 
almost shoved splinters through his fingers. He looked around. The 
table’d long been covered over with old, slick-coated advertising and 
coupon fliers. They’d come in the mail, and there’d been no way to 
get them to stop so long as the postal service’d existed. They were 
stuffed in the chairs too, so when he pulled one out and shoved it 
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toward the door, the cheap, slick-coated advertising and coupon fliers 
slid all over the floor, and he stepped on one and almost went down 
and was only prevented from it because he’d been holding onto the 
chair, but that’d also almost overturned, so... But he managed to 
shove it over toward the door. But there also wasn’t a knob to jam 
it against anymore; and the chair was so spindly it’d’ve been easily 
pushed out of the way, anyway. He looked over at the small cabinet 
the microwave sat on. That thing was fllled with rusted cast-iron 
pots and pans, so it’d be perfect. But the problem was it also wouldn’t 
move to in front of the door because of that very reason. Through 
the hole in the door, he could hear her heels crunching against gravel 
and tromping against concrete. And he slammed himself against the 
door as her heels clattered against the piece of particleboard as she 
climbed up on it and the milk crate and tire. 

“Knock. Knock.” She couldn’t acmally knock for her arms being 
full. “Openup.” 

“ No...” It felt better being the one to say it this time, but he’d 
wished he’d said nothing. 

“I can see you, you know. ” She was looking up through the hole 
in the door. His heart started to beat harder, which was a feat, con¬ 
sidering. He listened to the sounds through the hole in the door as 
she climbed down off the particleboard and the wire milk crate and 
tire. His ear almost pressed against the door, he listened for any other 
sounds. A black plastic garbage bag’d been taped over the window 
portion of the door, so that was useless for knowing what was go¬ 
ing on outside. He looked up at a place where the tape’d started to 
come loose, but he tried not to get distracted worrying about this. 
He went back to listening for any exterior sounds. There weren’t any. 
This was possibly more worrying. His heart continued to hammer 
against the inside of his chest. And his armpits were wet, and the 
smell came up out of the ends of his sleeves. The air-conditioner 
in the window at this end of the house hadn’t been on for a long 
time; it hung there covered with fossilized cobwebs inside and out 
that’d caught nothing but dust. Not being up at this end of the house 
in the daytime for so long, he’d forgotten how hot it could be that 
time of year, even with all the windows covered. He continued to 
listen. The driveway alarm didn’t go off. It should’ve gone off if she’d 
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left. Of course, it hadn’t gone off when she’d come in. Why was 
that? Of course, he didn’t recall the helicopter, and who would’ve 
thought anyone’d’ve arrived that way? Then he’d remembered he 
hadn’t seen a car when he looked out from the living room window 
...or at least he didn’t remember thinking he’d seen one. He had 
to stop himself from turning away from the door to go check again. 
Of course, she could’ve parked closer to the house. He looked over 
at another covered window. Sometimes the driveway alarm went off 
at night as the coyotes ran up and down the road; it was easy to tell 
when that was the case, it only went off once when anything smaller 
or quicker than a vehicle broke the beam. So she must’ve walked. 
He’d known he’d heard it earlier, but lying in bed, he’d waited for a 
second ring that never came, so he’d known it must’ve been a dog or 
a squirrel, or’d he heard it in a dream? But if she’d parked all the way 
down there at the road... Why would she do that? She... Probably 
because there were more of them? Who? There was that helicopter 
that came over... Was that a dream? Had that been a dream? Whaf d 
it have to do with it? There’s more of them out there; there could’ve 
been any number of them out there. His heart kicked into a higher 
gear again. Over the sound of it, he barely discerned something... 
being slid across concrete, maybe? And he turned when light invaded 
from the opposite side of the house. Silhouetted by the brightness of 
the afternoon sun, she carried the cardboard boxes and aluminum 
containers into the kitchen. 

“Thank you for pulling out a chair.” She glanced at it shoved 
against the door, then looked back over at the table. “That’s very 
gentlemanly. ” As soon as she touched a stack of papers they slid into 
the floor, and she set the cardboard boxes and aluminum containers 
down on those few that remained like a kind of tablecloth. She turned 
and walked toward the foyer and pushed open the screen door and 
made her way down between the chairs and boxes she’d shoved a 
small space between and went down along the driveway and returned 
carrying another set of boxes and a litre Pepsi. “You get one free 
with every mega-sized order.” She set it on the table. She turned and 
went and closed the front door. And with the inundating brightness 
cut off, he was momentarily almost blind as he tried to watch her 
cross the kitchen and glance up at the cabinets before she opened the 

33 



dishwasher and pulled out one of the racks. She leaned down and 
sniffed. She shook her head and closed it. “You’re welcome to join 
me, you know,” she said, as she made her way back to the table. She 
pulled out another of the chairs, and papers and packing materials 
slid and tumbled into the floor. The Pepsi hissed and spritzed as she 
wrung off the cap. “There’s more than enough. You gotta order 
everything big, you know. ” She raised the litre Pepsi and took a sip, 
wrinkling her nose at the bubbles. “But it’s a legitimate business 
expense. If you’re a real professional girl reporter, you have to have 
things like legitimate business expenses.” She turned and looked at 
the cabinetry. Then she turned and opened one of the boxes. “ Oh, 
good.” She reached over and started to uncrimp an aluminum foil 
top. Condensed steam ran down the underside as she set it upside 
down on a nearby stack of slick-coated advertising and coupon fliers. 
She propped open the lid on the pizza box. “Well?” She sat down. 
But he just stood there against the door and didn’t reply. “Okay.” 
She reached over with both hands and lifted the litre Pepsi and took 
a few gulps from it and set it back on the table. She pulled over the 
tray of pasta and reached into the box for one of the plastic-wrapped 
sets of forks, tugged at the plastic, the plastic just stretching. “ Oh, 
bleep.” She dropped the unbroken-plastic-wrapped fork on the table 
and turned to dig into her purse and pulled out a knife and touched 
the nub, and the counter-balanced blade swung up and snapped into 
place with an absolutely satisfying snap. She lifted the plastic-wrapped 
fork and pierced into it as she bit her lip. Finally, the plastic having 
been breached, she set the still plastic-wrapped fork on the table and 
held the release with her thumb and folded the knife back down 
before she placed it into her purse. She lifted the plastic-wrapped 
fork and finished extracting it. Leaning over, she paused a moment, 
looking down at the cheese-covered and sauce-drenched pasta, before 
she Anally penetrated it. Chewing, she looked up. “You know... ” 
She finished chewing and swallowed. “You really should get your 
door fixed, you know. ” She leaned over the pasta tray again. “ I mean, 
there may be no more insects, and all that, but there still might be... ” 
She straightened and chewed and finally swallowed. “Possums, or 
something. ” Poking the fork into the pasta so it remained somewhat 
upright, she reached over and lifted the litre Pepsi in both her hands 
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and took a couple gulps before she set it back on the table and reached 
into a cardboard box and pulled out a napkin and wiped her mouth. 
“You sure you don’t want something to eat?” 

“ This can’t be happening.... ” 

The fork’d begun to lean, and by the time she’d looked over at it, 
it’d fallen down. “ Oh, bleep. ” She reached over and lifted it with 
two fingers, trying not to get them covered in sauce. And pinching 
a napkin between her other thumb and forefinger, she began to try 
and wipe the handle. 

“ This can’t be happening.... ” 

His back still against the door, he slid down against it till he’d 
reached the floor. 

“ No offense... ” She crumpled the napkin and dropped it onto the 
table. “But that sounds like something outa a bad screenplay.” She 
hovered the fork over the pasta dish a moment before she brought 
the tines down into it. “ And I’m not talking a good bad movie. ” She 
shoved another forkful into her mouth and started to chew. 

“ Things like this just don’t happen... they just don’t.... ” 

“Hrrengggggg.” She swallowed and leaned over and hovered the 
fork over the pasta dish. 

“People just don’t break into people’s houses for no reason....” 

“Documentary, ” she said. She brought a forkful of pasta toward 
her mouth. “Documentary.” And she chewed. 

“ I didn’t do anything.... ” He leaned slightly forward, drawing 
up his knees, moving as if he might wrap his arms round them. “l 
didn’t do anything.... ” 

“Isn’t that the thing though.” Poking the fork into the pasta so 
it remained somewhat upright, she reached over and lifted the litre 
Pepsi in both her hands and took a couple gulps before she set it back 
on the table and reached into the cardboard box and pulled out a 
napkin and wiped her mouth. Moving the balled-up paper napkin out 
of the way, shoving it along the edge of the table that remained un¬ 
occupied by cardboard boxes or aluminum containers or slick-coated 
advertising and coupon fliers. Looking at it a moment, she cocked her 
head. And with her head still cocked, she extracted one of the phones 
from her purse and held it up in both hands. “So it kinda sits there 
propped against the side of a cardboard box as if the unrefined pulpy 



coarseness of both their respective beings are indicative of relation and 
it, being its nearer kin, has offered some solidarity against that moun¬ 
tain of slick-coated advertising and coupon fliers that tell it to roll off 
and just end its dirty, coarse, uncouth existence once and for all. All of 
this, of course, happening in the silent language of wood-pulp prod¬ 
ucts, a mode of communication initially inherited from their previous 
incarnations, but which’s been not so subtly altered—though some 
would incorrectly say corrupted—insert talking head of professor- 
type here—over time and through the pressures of circumstances their 
previous incarnations couldn’t even have imagined, even if they’re 
more capable of such than some have claimed they are.” She panned 
a couple of times back and forth between the stacks of slick-coated 
papers and the ball-crumpled paper napkin. Anally just focusing on 
the napkin itself “But, as when a caterpillar becomes a butterfly or 
moth, those previous modes of existence are left behind forever. Until 
the cycle begins anew. ” Thumbing the screen, she zoomed in on the 
ball-cmmpled napkin. “And eventually, no matter what the Tibetan 
Book of the Dead, or any patched version, says, everyone must do 
themselves. ” Clicking-off the phone, she returned it to her purse. 

“You’re not real....” His voice’d gotten small. 

“As real as you.” And reaching over, she extracted the fork. “You 
sure you don’t want something?” 

He looked up at her, and bracing himself against the door, while 
avoiding jamming splinters into his Angers and palm, he forced him¬ 
self up. 

“I said to get out.” 

Resting her elbow on what area of the table’d been left exposed, 
she leaned forward as she chewed and looked at the pasta dish. 

“Did you hear me?” 

Swallowing, she motioned with the fork. “As you can see, we have 
wheat and cheese and tomato sauce. And over here we have... wheat 
and cheese and tomato sauce.” Gathering up another forkful of pasta 
and sauce and cheese, twirling it in the air to wind a long strand of 
cheese onto it, she brought it toward her mouth. “Won’t be finding 
Food Pyramid Head eviscerating anyone round here.... ” She started 
to chew. “... fer sure. ” 

“7 SAID TO GET OUT. ” 
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“Y—” 

“ GET O UTl ” Grabbing the chair he’d tried to keep the door closed 
with, he shoved it over the floor, sliding it over the linoleum, as if it’d 
been a mop, sliding over slick-coated advertising and coupon fliers 
and shoving them and crumpling them and causing them to curl 
in on themselves before they crumpled, or just sprung away, gently 
floating across the linoleum and sliding easy as could be once they 
hit the floor again, till the corners bumped into a wall or box or the 
bottom of a counter. 

Without looking over at any of this, she swallowed and leaned 
forward with the fork poised over the pasta tray again. “No. ” 

“G£T 0 [/T;” 

She sat there winding up another length of cheese. “You don’t 
have to yell, you know. Microphones these days are quite sensitive. ” 
Planting the fork upright in the pasta dish, still chewing, she reached 
two-handed across the table for the litre Pepsi. 

“I’ll make you get out.” Shoving the chair against the door again, 
he jerked round. “I will. ” 

Lifting the litre Pepsi in both her hands, she brought it to her 
mouth and tilted back her head and took a couple of gulps. Lowering 
it, she faintly burped, and reached over and set it on the table again 
before she lifted a paper napkin. Wiping her mouth, she looked over 
at him. “Oh, that’d get good ratings, I bet.” She shifted her glasses 
up her nose. 

Squinting in the conflux between the light that came in through 
the ragged hole blown in the door and jamb and the dim compact 
florescents overhead, he tried to discern if they were in fact zGlasses 

But turning away, she extracted the fork again. 

“I DON’T CARE. YOU HEAR THAT? I DON’T CARE!” 

But she didn’t look over at him this time as she worked to gather 
up another forkful of pasta and sauce and cheese, dragging a gathered 
bunch of pasta along part of an exposed area of the bottom of the 
aluminum pan to mop up sauce. 

He looked around for something. The handle of a cast-iron skillet 
stuck out from beneath where a buncha plastic containers’d been 
piled on the counter. 
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“Well, I guess you could go ahead and beat up a girl.” She chewed, 
swallowed. “You could even smash the cameras.” Lifting the napkin, 
she rubbed the corners of her mouth. “But that’d just mean you 
were on camera beating up a poor defenseless little g-fr/. ” She laid 
the napkin on the table. “But after that’d be worse, you know.” She 
extracted the fork again, not looking at him as she spoke. “Because 
then there wouldn’t be any video uploading at all.” And she picked 
through the pasta, winding up a bit of stringy cheese. “And if no¬ 
body could see what’d be going on...” And she filled her mouth. 
“... en eyed reeeey ink sumthun bad’d gun un... ” Swallowing, she 
planted the fork semi-upright in the remaining pasta and reached 
two-handed across the table for the litre Pepsi, returning it to its 
former place after only a small sip. She glanced over at him as she 
wiped her mouth with a paper napkin. “But, yeah, you’re right. We 
should get back to this.” She laid the napkin down. “Though, I 
didn’t think the other version was too bad. After all, you have to 
make room for the spontaneous. Even in documentaries.” Turning, 
she took up the fork again. “ But good on you for being willing to go 
back and try again. ” She motioned with the fork. “You were just a 
little overanxious before.” She leaned over the table, “it happens to 
the best of us sometimes.” She hovered the fork over the pasta tray. 
“No, I really mean that. ” 

He just stood there with his fists clenched, silent, a slow itch begin¬ 
ning to spread through his forearms, under his skin, on the backside 
of his skin. 

Time passed like this, just him standing there watching her chew. 
It began to feel as if ants were moving through parts inside of him. 
Of course, they’d have to hide somewhere. The sound of her chewing 
intermixed with the faint roar in his left ear. 

“I’ll give you money. ” 

She giggled to herself 

“I’ve got some money.” 

“ Want some dessert? ” Standing, she bent over the table and opened 
one of the smaller cardboard boxes that’d been set on a larger one. 
Extracting a brownie wedge, holding it between her thumb and 
forefinger, she took her seat again as she bit into a corner. 

“I’ll give you whatever you want. If you’ll just leave.” 


38 



she swallowed. “l want a documentary!” And grinning at him, 
she took a bite from another corner. 

Releasing his fists, he began to knead his wrists and forearms as he 
stood there aimlessly. She watched him as she chewed. 

“ What’ll it take for you just to go away?” 

She giggled to herself, almost choking, and having to set the re¬ 
maining bit of brownie atop the pasta and reach two-handed across 
for the litre Pepsi bottle, which she also momentarily coughed and 
sputtered round as she tried to swallow. And still coughing, she leaned 
over and set the bottle on the table again. And still coughing, she 
picked the bit of brownie off the top of the pasta, looked at the sauce 
that’d gotten on the bottom side. Shaking her head, she set it on the 
napkin, and extracting the fork, she carefully eyed the pasta, poking 
it here and there where the brownie’d touched, and scraped off a bit 
of sauce and scraped off the fork on a napkin. Planting the fork again, 
she reached over and pulled out another napkin and started to wipe 
her mouth. By then, she’d stopped coughing. Standing, she leaned 
over and extracted another brownie and held it pinned between her 
thumb and forefinger. She took her seat again before she bit off the 
first corner. 

A crumb rolled down the front of her suit jacket and onto her dress 
skirt, and she picked it off with her other thumb and forefinger and 
dropped it atop the bit of contaminated brownie quarantined on that 
used napkin. 

Still mbbing his arms, looking down at nothing, he turned and 
moved as if he were going to sit on the chair he’d shoved back to¬ 
ward the door. But he didn’t; instead he slid down against the door 
again and sat there on the floor with his back against it, still vaguely 
massaging the meatiest part of his right forearm as he appeared to 
look down at the blue-and-white patterned linoleum and the pat¬ 
tern ground-in dirt’d left atop that... like some kind of ultra-rare 
holo-foil card that’d been left out in the rain.... 

The Thing... He clenched his teeth. His throat swollen and dry, 
he tried to swallow, listening to the sound of her gulping and the 
suction between her lips and the bottle and the eventual pop thereof 

The phone on the table emitted a noise—not a ringtone—just a 
noise, but he didn’t look over at it or her as she wiped her fingers on 



a fresh paper napkin and lifted the phone. Chewing and swallowing, 
she sat there looking down at it as she stroked the screen. 

—There really isn’t a point. Nothing out there exists anyway. 
Reality came from nothing. Surface the printer. Maybe once there’d 
been more non-surface. Maybe surface expanded to overtake all other 
non-surface. So this was the last holdout, after all. No other pockets. 
Just this. But... there were by no means means to exist non-surface 
without the surface. For all emerges through the surface. 

—There really is just something wrong with you, you know. 

—Ha ha 

—No. 

—But the surface can exist without the non-surface. 

—No. 

—What does not exist remains nonexistent even if that which does 
exist does not any longer. 

—No. 

—So everything’s pointless. There’s literally no reason. No reason 
at all. Nothing. Nada. Nil. Nihilo. 

—Yes. 

—Ha ha 

—Everything’s always gonna be the same. It’s just gonna go on 
and on and on and on and on and on and on forever and forever 
and forever and forever and forever and forever and forever and for¬ 
ever and forever and forever and forever and forever and forever and 
forever and forever and forever and forever and forever and forever 
and forever and forever and forever and forever and forever and for¬ 
ever and forever and forever and forever and forever and forever and 
forever and forever and forever and forever and forever and forever 
and forever and forever and forever and forever and forever and for¬ 
ever and forever and forever and forever and forever and forever and 
forever and forever and forever and forever and forever and forever 
and forever and forever and forever and forever and forever and for¬ 
ever and forever and forever and forever and forever and forever and 
forever and forever and forever and forever and forever and forever 
and forever and forever and forever and forever and forever and for¬ 
ever and forever and forever and forever and forever and forever and 
forever and forever and forever and forever and forever and forever 
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and forever and forever and forever and forever and forever and for¬ 
ever and forever and forever and forever and forever and forever and 
forever and forever and forever and forever and forever and forever 
and forever and forever and forever and forever and forever and for¬ 
ever and forever and forever and forever and forever and forever and 
forever and forever and forever and forever and forever and forever 
and forever and forever and forever and forever and forever and for¬ 
ever and forever and forever and forever and forever and forever and 
forever and forever and forever and forever... 


—If you died and opened your eyes and found yourself on Earth 
again and knew that that would happen forever, wouldn’t you know 
that Earth is hell? Why build three places when you can build two? 
—Heaven doesn’t exist. 

—Why build two places when you can build one? 

—Why build anything when they’ll build it for themselves? 

He sat there looking at his naked, hairy foot. Unmoving. 

—No one’s ever going to like you. Your teeth are going to fall out. 
Your penis is too small and too hairy. You wouldn’t last very long. 

—What’s there too it, anyway? It doesn’t feel like anything. You 
can’t hardly feel anything at all and then it’s over. 

—Probably the circumcision desensitized everything. 

—A pain in the side of your groin could be testicular cancer. 

—Or dehydration. 

—Early signs of kidney stones. 

A ring of focusing blackness focusing on his naked, hairy foot. 
Everything locked down. 

—All you have to do is move your foot. 

Everything a dead weight. 

—All you have to do is move your foot. 

—No. 

Scurrying things in and at the edges of the blackness. 

Everything dead weight. 

—Dead. 

—Dead 
—dead 
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—dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead 
dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead 
dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead 
dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead 
dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead 
dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead 
dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead 
dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead dead 
dead dead dead dead 
—Oh, shut up you idiot 
—why can’t you do nothin right 
—fatty 

—you so stupid 
—dumb 
—idiot 
—baka 

—stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid 
stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid 
stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid 
stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid 
stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid 
stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid 
stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid stupid 

—baka baka baka baka baka baka baka baka baka baka baka baka 
baka baka baka baka baka baka baka baka baka baka baka baka baka 
baka baka baka baka baka baka baka baka baka baka baka baka baka 
baka baka baka baka baka baka baka baka baka baka baka baka baka 
baka baka baka baka baka baka baka baka baka baka baka baka baka 
baka baka baka baka baka baka baka baka baka baka baka 
—move foot 
—no point 
—move foot 
—no 
—yes 

—yes 

—pointless 
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—stupid 
—baka 
—idiot 
—dumb 
—die 
—die 

—die die die die die die die die die die die die die die die die die die 
die die die die die die die die die die die die die die die die die die die 

die die die die die die die die die die die die die die die die die die die 

die die die die die die die die die die die die die die die die die die die 

die die die die die die die die die die die die die die die die 

—just wait for it 
—stupid 
—alone 
—stupid 
—idiot 

—always always always always always always always always always 
always always always always always always always always always always 
always always always always always always always always always always 
always always always always always always always always always always 
always always always always always always always always always always 
always always always always always always always always always always 
always always always always always always always 

—forever forever forever forever forever forever forever forever 
forever forever forever forever forever forever forever forever forever 
forever forever forever forever forever forever forever forever forever 
forever forever forever forever forever forever forever forever forever 
forever forever forever forever forever forever forever forever forever 
forever forever forever forever forever forever forever forever forever 
forever forever forever forever forever forever forever forever forever 
forever forever forever forever forever forever forever 
—stupid 
—idiot 
—move foot 
—die 
—move 
—die 


43 



—move 
—die 
—move 
—die 
—move 
—die 
—move 
—die 
—move 
—die 
—move 
—die 
—move 
—die 
—move 
—die 
—move 
—die 
—move 
—die 
—move 
—die 
—move 
—die 
—move 
—die 
—move 
—die 
—move 
—die 
—move 
—die 

—Hallelujah 
—die 
—move 
—die 
—move 
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—bullshit 
—move 
—die 
—move 
—die move 
—die move 
—Ha ha 

—die move die move 
—die move die move 
—die move die move die move die move 
—die move die move die move die move 

—die move die move die move die move die move die move die 
move die move 

—die move die move die move die move die move die move die 
move die move 

—die move die move die move die move die move die move die 
move die move die move die move die move die move die move die 
move die move die move 

—die move die move die move die move die move die move die 
move die move die move die move die move die move die move die 
move die move die move 

—die move die move die move die move die move die move die 
move die move die move die move die move die move die move die 
move die move die move die move die move die move die move die 
move die move die move die move die move die move die move die 
move die move die move die move die move 

—die move die move die move die move die move die move die 
move die move die move die move die move die move die move die 
move die move die move die move die move die move die move die 
move die move die move die move die move die move die move die 
move die move die move die move die move 

—diemovediemovediemovediemovediemovediemovediemovedie 
movediemovediemovediemovediemovediemovediemovediemovedie 
movediemovediemovediemovediemovediemovediemovediemovedie 
movediemovediemovediemovediemovediemovediemovediemovedie 
movediemovediemovediemovediemovediemovediemovediemovedie 
movediemovediemovediemovediemovediemovediemovediemovedie 
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movediemovediemovediemovediemovediemovediemovediemovedie 

movediemove 

—Stop being so fucking melodramatic. 

His foot twitched. 

—Fucking poser. 

He looked round. The light through the hole in the door was of 
a different character and color and angle. How much of the after- 
noon’d burned off? 

Empty plastic milk jugs rebounded hollowly against walls and 
doubly hollowly against themselves. When he looked up and over, 
Reese stood there at the head of the hall, looking down at the phone 
she held in both hands as she thumbed the screen. 

He looked down at his foot again, the naked, hairy thing, the big 
toenail encrusted with blood where he’d had to hack on it, wrapping 
it with a rubber band and waiting till it’d purpled before he could 
managed to slide the lower jaw of the sewing scissors under the nail 
and push it through the nail bed, squeezing the tiny scissors till his 
knuckles’d discolored, till he’d much-less-than-inched forward all 
the way to the bottom, and taking a pair of hemostats from some old 
fishing gear, he’d worked them in and clamped them and jerked half 
the nail out, having to dig into the by then free-flowing dark blood 
that’d bubbled up in the newly opened cavity, fishing for the root of 
the thing, clamping the hemostats, twisting and pulling and feeling 
the thing move deep inside of his toe even through the deadened 
purpling, till it’d released and he’d been able to raise the blood-coated 
end and shakily look at that hunk of material the serrated, stainless- 
steel jaws’d bitten into. The relief’d been instant. There were still a 
few brownish stains on the linoleum. 

He kept looking at his toe. 

“This isn’t really happening, is it?” 

Reese, still thumbing the screen as she moved across the room, 
stopped in front of the chair she’d pulled out at the table. “Depends 
on how you figure. ” She sat without taking her eyes off the screen 
and while still tapping it with her thumbs. 

“You’re just the result of blood poisoning.” 

“No.” She didn’t look up from the screen. “Heck, and I thought 
you were going to wax deeply philosophical or something.” She 
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continued to tap the screen with her thumbs. “ Or at least about 
quantum mechanics or something.” She continued to tap the screen. 
“Wait...” She paused her thumbs. “We’re starting again. Shucks. ” 
She shook her head, but still didn’t look up from the phone. “Sorry 
about that.” And she cleared her throat. “Round Three.” She still 
didn’t look up. “One. More. Time!” And she pumped her fist into the 
air—still without looking up—then returned to tapping the screen 
with her thumbs. 

But then again, he hadn’t looked away from his toe, either. 

“ Or sleep deprivation. ” 

“Or a smidgen of cheese?” She giggled to herself “Boooonng'.” 
Continuing to thumb the screen, she didn’t look up. 

“People don’t just break into houses to make documentaries with 
cellphones.” 

“what, you not seen how many award-winning movies they’ve 
shot on iPads these days?” She raised the phone, and it made a shutter 
sound, and she lowered it again, all without breaking eye contact with 
it. “Is it real or is it memory?” She continued to thumb the screen. 
“ It’s five o’clock, do you know what your favorite movie was shot on? ” 

“This isn’t how they make documentaries.” 

“Well, it’s how one’s being made, so how do you explain that, huh? 
But, hey, at least you’re being reasonable. ” 

“You can’t be here.” 

“ Can’t. Can’t. Can’t. I don’t think you know what that word 
means. You should really get a dictionary app. ” She continued to tap 
the screen with her thumbs. “That’s a movie reference, you know.” 
She continued to tap the screen with her thumbs. “Unless you’re 
talking about some really old white dude, that is. In which case what 
you said really makes no sense. But you probably already knew that.” 

“Normal people don’t carry explosives around in their purse.” 

“Well, just call me Abby Norma Gene then. Though, that doesn’t 
really sound like the name of a reporter girl, does it?” She continued 
to tap the screen with her thumbs. “And I’ll have you know I’m 
completely normal and that I carry around explosives packed into 
brass tubes topped with lead and bottomed with pins. ” She giggled to 
herself “just like any sane person would. ” She continued to tap the 
screen with her thumbs. “After all, there’re all those idiots out there 


47 



who’ll bleep you over any chance they get. ” She continued to tap 
the screen with her thumbs. “Did you know that some researchers 
define psychopathy as an inter-species loss of empathy? Course the 
lovely ladies just have to go out with something’s something wrapped 
round their necks. But a guy just wants to wear a necklace of some¬ 
body’s teeth but noooooooo.” She sighed. “l mean, people want 
immortality, right, they want to be remembered. ” She continued 
to tap the screen with her thumbs. “And how much better can you 
be remembered than if your hair’s hanging on some warrior’s lodge 
pole somewhere or t’other? They’ll never forgot yuh then.” She con¬ 
tinued to tap the screen with her thumbs. “They couldn’t, lest their 
own greatness defiate. ” Pursing her lips, she started blowing. And 
when she ran out of air, she stopped and opened her mouth to suck 
in a breath. “But noooooooo, we can’t have that. We’ve got to be 
civilized. So if we want immortality, we have to steal people’s faces 
and nail them up on screens everywhere. ” She giggled to herself as 
she continued to tap the screen with her thumbs. 

“You’re not real.” 

“Mu.” 

“You can’t be real.” 

“Mu.” 

“Real people don’t act like this.” 

“oh, that’s right.” She continued to tap the screen with her 
thumbs, pausing only once in a while to stroke it with her index 
finger. “You never did join the Reality-Based Community, did you?” 
Tapping the screen with her index finger, she turned the screen to¬ 
ward him, but he didn’t look over at a talking head of himself back¬ 
grounded by DVD shelves, the red logo: Mathew In The Box in the 
lower right corner. Turning the screen toward herself again, she 
swiped the screen horizontally and then started stroking it diagonally. 

“This isn’t real.” 

She didn’t look up. “if documentaries were real they wouldn’t be 
documentaries, duh.” She shook her head as she stroked the screen 
once more and then transitioned back to tapping the screen with her 
thumbs. 

But he just sat there looking at nothing and his foot, the encrusta¬ 
tion of blood on the top and side of his toe, biological material that 





looked like something burnt bubbling on the bottom of an oven 
after slopping over the side of a cast-iron cornbread pan. 

—Everything’s always gonna hurt. 

—That’s just the way it is. 

—You expect shoes that fit? 

—Never gonna be nothing else. 

—What’d you expect? 

—Stupid. 

—Idiot. 

—Baka. 

—You don’t deserve anything. 

—Everything’d be better off if you weren’t around. 

—It’s not like mummy and daddy’re round anymore to upset if 
the shower gets bloodied. 

—Lick The Thing. 

—It’d be funny. 

—You can’t get the real thing. 

—fatty. 

—If you could, you wouldn’t know what to do with it. 

—It’s the only thing you’re gonna get. 

—You don’t deserve it. 

—That’s what you deserve. 

—It’ll be peaceful. 

—Everything’ll finally shut up. 

—Quiet. 

—Darkness. 

—Peaceful. 

—They say it’s just like going to sleep. 

—The explosion of the brain casing is 
—Of course merely the symbolic iconography 
—Of a raging mind 

—The red-splattered blue shower curtains 
—Merely a metaphor. 

—^Just like in the show. 

—Not that you deserve that. 

—No. 

—You can’t do anything right. 
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—Boring. 

—Why can’t you just do things like everybody else? 

—There’s just something wrong with you. 

—Stupid. 

—Idiot. 

—Baka. 

“ Oi. ” Reese stopped tapping the screen with her thumbs and raised 
one hand and snapped her fingers, but didn’t look up. “No skipping.” 
She returned her hand to the phone and started tapping the screen 
with her thumbs again. “The whole point of repetition’s to do the 
same thing again, you know.” She continued to tap the screen with 
her thumbs. 

But he didn’t reply, and he just sat there looking at his naked, hairy 
foot. 

“ Ahhhhhhhmmmmmm. ” 

But he didn’t reply, and he just sat there looking at his naked, hairy 
foot. 

“ Ahhhhhhhmmmmmm. ” 

But he didn’t reply, and he just sat there looking at his naked, hairy 
foot. 

She sighed. “Alright. If I have to.” She thumbed the screen a few 
more times before she switched to stroking it, and finally she tapped 
it with her index finger. Reaching up with her other thumb, she 
clicked the volume up. And sitting forward, she turned the screen 
round toward him, but he didn’t look over at a talking head of himself 
backgrounded by dvd shelves, the red logo: Mathew In The Box in 
the lower right corner, and as a lighter, tinnier version of his voice 
emerged from the tiny speakers. 

‘'If they don’t want to follow this country’s law, then they should 
get out. They—” 

Reese turned the phone round to look at it again, touching the 
screen. 

“ —then they should get out. They—” 

And she touched the screen again. 

“ —should get out. They—” 

And she touched the screen again. 

^-If-" 
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And she touched the screen again. 

“ —then they should get out—” 

And she touched the screen again. 

“ —they should get out. They—” 

And she touched the screen again. 

“ —should get out—” 

And she touched the screen again. 

“—getout. They—” 

And she touched the screen again. 

“ —should get out—” 

And she touched the screen again. 

“ —should get out. They—” 

And she touched the screen again. 

“ —ey should get out. They—” 

And she touched the screen again. 

“-get out-” 

And she touched the screen again. 

“ —ould get out—” 

And she touched the screen again. 

“ —get out—” 

And she touched the screen again. 

“-get out-” 

And she touched the screen again. 

“—getout. They—” 

And she touched the screen again. 

“ —get out—” 

And she touched the screen again. 

“-get out-” 

And she touched the screen again. 

“-get out-” 

And she touched the screen again. 

“ —get out—” 

Lowering the phone, she tapped it with her index finger, and it 
went silent, and the feedback boinks from her further strokings and 
tappings were too soft to be heard, even by her. 

She pursed her lips. “ Hmmmm...” And she swiped the screen and 
tapped it several times with her index finger before starting to swipe 
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again. “ Hmmm...” She continued to stroke the screen. “ Oh...” 
She sighed. “Well, I guess that’ll have to do.” She tapped the screen 
with her index finger. Sitting forward, she turned the phone around 
so that the screen faced him, even if he was still just looking at his 
naked, hairy foot. 

“On this episode of Deal Or Die, Marcia tries to get out from under, 
while it looks like Daryl might just have struck the motherlode once 
and for all. Can Marcia come to an agreement with her buyer and 
seal this deal? Or is her bargaining going to lead to bargain-basement 
pricing? That’s all coming up on this episode of Deal or Die.” 

Queue intro music. 

Sitting back, she turned the screen toward herself again and tapped 
it with her index finger, swiped, tapped, and leaned forward, again, 
as she turned the screen toward him. 

“Last time on Bargain Huntresses, mother of fourJuliette appeared 
ready to pull victory from the jaws of defeat when she successfully 
talked afalafel cart vendor in Kyro, North Carolina down by twenty- 
seven cents, putting her three cents ahead of mother of five, and pre¬ 
vious leader, Justine. But now the haggling moves to a new level as 
we continue our journey along the longest yard sale in North America, 
as we move on from Kyro, North Carolina, headed for the finish line 
and our final bargain extravaganza in Cruxifiction Plains, Texas. 
But our contestants still have a long way to go yet as they battle for 
who can find the biggest discount on the biggest smiley face in the city 
of Asheville, North Carolina.” 

Sitting back, she turned the screen toward herself again and tapped 
it with her index finger. 

“Well, I think that’s enough of that. ” And sighing in relief, she 
started to tap the screen with her thumbs. “ So, if you don’t mind...” 
She stroked the screen. “And the penultimate.” 

She tapped the screen, turning the phone so the screen faced the 
ceiling and the sound could mushroom out through the room as best 
as the tiny speakers’d allow as a playlist cycled through renditions of 
Komm, susser Tod, starting with Arianne’s original, because this ver¬ 
sion had nothing to do with Beethoven, other than sharing a name. 

Sitting forward, still holding the phone up, Reese planted her other 
elbow on the table and rested her chin in her other palm. 

52 



ij-j'ij'j'ij-j'ij'j'ij'j'ij'j'ij-j'ij'j'ij'j'i 

J'j'ij-j'iJ'j'ij'J'iJ'j'ij-j'iJ'j'ij'J'iJ'j'ij- 

J'j'ij-j'iJ'j'iJ'J'iJ'j'ij-J'iJ'j'iJ'J'iJ'j'ij- 

ij-j'ij'j'ij-j'ij-j'ij-mj'ifj'ij-j'ij-j'i 

J'j'ij-j'iJ'j'ij'J'iJ'j'ij-j'iJ'j'ij'J'iJ'j'ij- 

J'j'ij-j'iJ'j'ij'J'iJ'j'ij-J'iJ'j'ij'J'iJ'j'ij- 

J'j'ij-j'iJ'j'iJ'J'iJ'j'ij-j'iJ'j'iJ'J'iJ'j'ij- 

j'ij'j'ij'j'ij'j'ij-j'ij'j'ij-j'ij'j'ij-j'ij'j' 

J'j'ij-j'iJ'j'ifJ'ij-j'ij-j'ij-j'ij-j'iij'ij- 

j'ij'j'ij'j'ij'j'ij-j'ij'j'ij-j'ij'j'ij-j'ij'j' 

J'j'ij-j'iJ'j'ij'J'iJ'j'ij-j'iJ'j'ij'J'iJ'j'ij- 

j'ij'j'ij-j'ij'j'ij-j'ij'j'ij-j'ij'j'ij-j'ij'j' 

j'ij'j'ij'j'ij'j'ij-j'ij'j'ij-j'ij'j'ij-j'ij'j' 

j'ij'j'ij-j'ij'j'ij-j'ij'j'ij-j'ij'j'ij-j'ij'j' 


After a while, still sitting there with her palm resting in her chin, 
she said, “Enough?” 

But he didn’t reply, and just sat there looking at his naked, hairy 
foot. 

She shrugged as best she could without moving, the playlist con¬ 
tinuing on. 
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i J' j-i j-j-i j'j'i j-J'i j- j-j-i j-j-i j-j-i j-j-i 

j-j'ij'j'ij-j'ij'j'ij-j'ij'j'ij-j'ij'j'ij-j'ij' 

j-j'ij'j'ij-j'ij'j'ij-j'ij'j'ij-j'ij'j'ij-j'ij' 

j'ij-j'ij'j'ij-j'ij'j'ij-j'ij'j'ij-j'ij'j'ij-j' 

j-j'ij'j'ij-j'ij'j'ij-j'ij'j'ij-j'ij'j'ij-j'ij' 

“Well, okay.” She straightened and removed her chin from her 
palm and lowered the screen and turned it toward herself and tapped 
it with her index finger, ending the music. 

Taking the phone in both her hands, she looked down at it as she 
tapped the screen with her thumbs. 

The sunlight through the hole in the door and the jamb’d ripened 
into having early hints of a certain golden hue. 

A low voice: “... fine...” And he still just sat there with his back 
against the door. “... stay...” He still didn’t move. “... do whatever 
you want.” 

She stroked the screen. “Do you realize there’re moths that’re 
born—or come outa their cocoon—or get outa bed—or whatever— 
with no mouth? ” Holding the phone in one hand, she rose and leaned 
over and lifted a brownie wedge. She looked down at the phone as 
she lowered herself into the chair. 

Sitting there nibbling, she continued round the brownie till it’d 
no corners left, and then popped the whole newly formed puck into 
her mouth. Swallowing, she reached for a napkin. And after auto¬ 
matically scrubbing the napkin across her mouth, she laid the dirtied, 
brown paper down on the table. “l never can finish with something 
sweet. ” She reached over to extract the fork. And she wound up a 
piece of stretchy cheese. “Funny, ain’t it?” 

Swallowing, she planted the fork semi-upright in the pasta dish 
and slipped the phone into her front jacket pocket and reached two- 
handed across the table and lifted the litre Pepsi. “ You know... ” And 
after a couple sips, she leaned over and returned it to its place. “You 
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know all that stuff about the stages of grief, yeah...” And she reached 
for the napkin and wiped her mouth, the brown paper puckering 
in the spots that’d touched where droplets of Pepsi and spit’d clung 
to her lips. “All five of em...” She lifted the fork. “Never been 
scientifically demonstrated to exist.” And she leaned over the table. 
“Not a bit. Well, almost not a bit.” She twirled the fork to spool 
stretched cheese round it. “There’s probably at least a little bit of 
evidence for everything, right?” And she kept twirling. “Where’s the 
dividing line between the descriptive and the prescriptive, hm?” And 
she kept twirling. “l mean, people’re always pulling out dictionary 
apps to prove some point, right? Not to mention a whole buncha 
things. ” And she stuffed another forkful’a pasta into her mouth. “... 
Nehwer nuthin... rehlly... ” She swallowed. 

But he wasn’t looking at her. His eyes’d been hot and heavy for a 
long time, but they seemed more noticeable then. In general, he just 
kinda felt warm, and not just from the heat in that end of the house. 

“what time’re you on?” 

He looked up. His tongue was hot and seemed to’ve swelled a bit, 
too. “W...What?” 

She held up her finger as she chewed, and after she swallowed, she 
reached over for the napkin. “What time’re you on?” She leaned for¬ 
ward to take another bite. “What part of the planet’s your circadian 
rhythm aligned to?” She looked up at him as she chewed. 

“1...” 

“Or...” She swallowed. “ Are you just one of those inverters? ” 
She motioned with the fork. “You know,” she leaned forward and 
stabbed up another few pieces of cheese-and-sauce-covered pasta, 
“one of those people that stays up at night, sleeps in the day, you 
know.” She looked up at him as she chewed. 

“I... guess.” 

“Mmmmh.” She shook her head and reached for a napkin. Stick¬ 
ing the fork into the pasta so it remained somewhat upright, she 
leaned over and rooted in her purse and pulled out a small plastic 
stand and unfolded it and deployed it atop one of the unopened card¬ 
board boxes. She pulled the phone from her front jacket pocket and 
set it on the stand. Then she took up the fork again. “You can sit 
down if you want, you know. ” 
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After a moment, he looked over at the chair shoved against the 
door, beside him. All the muscles in his back felt partially fossilized. 
And he could feel sunlight against the edge of his foot, where the 
angle of the light that came in through the hole in the door had 
changed with time, as he sat there and leaned forward, and his head 
drooped down. “Why are you doing this to me?” 

“What?” 

He didn’t want to look over at her. Most of the muscles in his neck 
seemed to’ve half-fossilized, too. “Why are you doing this to me?” 

“ Well... ” She stuffed some pasta in her mouth and sat there chew¬ 
ing. And after she’d swallowed, she reached over for the Pepsi and 
downed a couple of gulps before she set it on the table again and lifted 
a napkin and wiped her mouth. “Well, I wouldn’t be a very good 
reporter girl if I just went out and interviewed just anybody for what¬ 
ever, now, would I?” She took up the fork again and leaned over the 
pasta tray. “l mean, I wouldn’t wanna be accused of manufacturing 
fake news. ” She chewed and swallowed. “ Of course... ” She wiped 
her mouth with the paper napkin and balled it and dropped it onto 
the table. “ Of course, I guess that depends on how much of reality 
you think’s real in the first place, because I guess if most everything’s 
fake then you can’t have fake fake, right?” She reached over and 
lifted the Pepsi. And after taking a few gulps, she set it on the table 
again. “Unless the inverse of fake is real, so fake fake would be real, 
kinda like a double negative, you know? And the only way to make 
reality would be to manufacture fake fake news. Of course...” She 
picked out the plastic fork and leaned over the pasta tray. “ Of course, 
it wouldn’t be a reality you could poke too hard, of course. ” She 
chewed and swallowed. “ But that’s just the way it always is, right? ” 
She hovered the fork over the pasta tray. But after a moment, she 
just set it down in the tray and stood. “Reality actually does have a 
fake bias.” She shifted a couple of the cardboard boxes and opened 
the smaller one and took out a breadstick and sat down again. “Are 
you sure you wouldn’t like some of this?” But he just sat there silent 
and slightly leaned forward. She bit into the end of the breadstick. 
She chewed and swallowed, “it’s not that bad, you know.” She took 
another bite. She chewed and swallowed. “After all, we haven’t even 
established if you’re a hiki or not, even though we know you probably 
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are, but not narratively yet we haven’t, that is.” She crammed the 
last quarter of the breadstick into her mouth all at once. “ Su yuh met 
nut huv anthing tuh wurry bout, ” she said around it, as she chewed. 
Swallowing part of it, she reached over for the Pepsi, and she held 
it in her lap as she continued to chew. She raised it to her lips when 
she finally swallowed, and gulped a couple of times. Holding the 
litre bottle on her lap, she reached over for the cap and refastened it. 
“of course, I guess that depends on where you stand, of course.” She 
set the bottle back on the table. “Not that you’re standing, at the 
moment, of course, duh.” She glanced down at herself “if you don’t 
wanna be it and you aren’t, well, I guess you’re good, or whatever. 
But if you aren’t and you don’t have any other label to fall back on I 
guess that could be bad. I guess that depends on how you feel about 
going poof” She rose and brushed crumbs off the front of her skirt. 
“Excuse me a moment while I go to the little reporter girl’s room. ” 
She turned and started down the hall. 

He heard her kick empty plastic milk jugs out of the way, and the 
sound of her heels receded down the length of the hallway. He looked 
up and over at the camera that remained on its little stand among 
the food boxes on the table. He looked down at the floor again when 
he heard her returning. 

She snapped a portable toothbmsh into its selfsame receptacle as 
she walked, and stuffed it back into her purse. She ran her tongue 
over her teeth. “You’re sure you don’t want anything?” She glanced 
over at him, but he just remained quiet and sat forward beside the 
chair there with his back to the door. She reached over and closed 
the pizza box and brownie box and the breadstick box and placed the 
aluminum cover back on the pasta tray and lightly crimped two of 
the ends with her fingers. 

“You’re not going to leave, are you?” 

She sat down in the same chair again, with her knees together as 
the skirt dictated, and looked at him. “ Of course I am. ” 

He didn’t look up. “When?” 

“when we’ve gotten enough material for the program. ” 

“So if I just... say whatever you want... will you just leave?” 

“No.” 

“why not?” His voice was almost too low to be heard. 
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“Because a good reporter girl doesn’t report the truth or the facts, 
but something...more. But what is that more? Well, exactly. So 
sometimes we just have to keep going till we can’t go anymore. But 
then, of course, you know, we might just have to keep going a little 
more. Of course, I understand how that might sound. But that’s just 
the way it is, isn’t it, you know? Life’s just that way sometimes, you 
know. What’s your opinion?” 

He sat there in silence. 

“Also, I’ve been thinking. Maybe you’re right. Maybe it is inappro¬ 
priate to use the one word so... indiscriminately. So I think maybe 
we should call it Amhiki. What do you think about that? Don’t you 
think everybody wins that way? ” 

But he just sat there in silence as the sun coming through the hole 
in the door lit up the linoleum in the negative pattern of the spokes 
in the back of the chair. 

And she just sat there in that same silence, with her knees together 
as the skirt dictated. 

Then, after a while, the phone in his hand started singing Baby, 
Baby, Ima Cruh-Cruh-Crazy When You’re A-A-A-Around. 

“Would you mind?” She held out her hand. 

Without looking down at the phone, he rose and handed it to her. 

“Thank you.” 

And while she stroked the screen with her index finger, he passed 
her and went down the hall, shoving empty plastic milk jugs out of the 
way with his bare feet. They filled almost the length of the hall then, 
more spilling out of the room every time someone kicked a few out 
of the way to get through. One of them rebounded ahead of him and 
went flying into the room at the end of the hall. The light was still on, 
and he didn’t turn it off as he walked over to the racing-gaming chair 
in front of the computer and sat down. After a moment, he reached 
over and flipped up the toggle cover and flicked the power switch. A 
dozen or so fans whirled, exhausted out the back of the thing enough 
to keep the room warm in winter, if there ever were to be one again, 

—fucking liars! 

and which made the air-conditioner mounted in the covered over 
window kick on. Half the case was transparent, but the rainbow leds 
within had a much less pronounced character when the overhead 
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lights were on. As the desktop came up, he reached over and put on 
his headphones, the weight and solidity of them sealing out almost 
the rest of the world. Moving the mouse, he opened Firefox and 
clicked on the address bar and started typing. Momentarily, before 
they’d passed away into that invisible category of no-longer-correct 
auto-suggestions, he caught a glimpse of urls that sent his heart rate 
and respiration momentarily upwards. He loaded a bookmark and 
maximized the player while it was buffering. 


Jn the kitchen, Reese sat there whistling to herself as she tapped the 
screen with her thumbs, with her knees still together as the skirt dic¬ 
tated. She lowered the phone and looked up. She leaned forward and 
glanced in the direction of where cardboard boxes crowded along the 
edge of the table. Then her eyes slowly drifted down toward the floor; 
the ball-cmmpled napkin just lay there in the sense in which inani¬ 
mate objects just did that sort of thing, having apparently succumbed 
to the entreaties of its slicker-coated relations. Straightening, she 
brought the phone up again and tapped out a couple things before she 
clicked it off and slipped it in her front jacket pocket. She glanced at 
the Pepsi, but instead of reaching for it, she reached for the phone that 
was in the stand and clicked it off without looking at the screen and 
stuffed it in her bag before she reached for the stand and snapped it 
apart so it’d fold down flat and then stuffed that in her purse too. She 
rose. Turning, she walked back through the hall, her shoes and shins 
colliding with empty plastic milk jugs the whole length of it, some of 
them ricocheting high and banking off the walls and through open 
doorways. “Score.” She kicked one through the open doorway at the 
end of the hall. Just inside the room, she stopped and looked over at 
him sitting there. The headphones dammed any and all sound within 
them and against the sides of his head, so all she could hear was the 
not-so-quiet whir of the RGB-lighted machine. She looked around 
again, but there weren’t any other chairs in the room, not even one 
buried under something. And her skirt dictated no sitting on the 
floor. “Well, no one ever said being a reporter girl was easy.” She 
pulled the phone out of her front jacket pocket and held it in front 
of her horizontally, held it in both hands, as she moved around the 
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room to come up behind him. Having gotten just a little too close, 
she glanced behind herself and backed up as to get the whole of the 
back of his head, and what of the screen wasn’t obscured by his head, 
into frame. 

Time passed like that, and after a while, she sighed. “You know, 
a girl reporter’s arms could get tired doing this all day, you know. ” 
She lowered the phone and turned it vertically and tapped the screen 
and walked over and stood in the crook between two shelves while 
she continued to tap the screen with her thumbs. 

After a while, he closed the browser and shut the machine down, so 
the whirring ceased, though the heat still remained, even though the 
small air-conditioner still tried. He reached over and turned it off. 

“why can’t things make pleasant feedback noises?” She didn’t 
look up from tapping the screen. And he didn’t look at her as he 
turned and crossed the room and flicked the light switch. The back¬ 
light on the phone automatically compensated for this and lit the 
immediate shelving, her face, and the frames of her glasses, casting 
shadow lines across her face behind them, reflecting solely in the 
blacks of her eyes. In the hall, he kicked empty plastic milk jugs out 
of the way, not out of spite, but just because that was the only way to 
get anywhere. Without looking up, she turned to face the doorway 
and started toward it, still tapping the screen. “ We could talk a bit 
more about sleeping patterns, if you want.” She, too, kicked a few 
empty plastic milk jugs out of the way without any spite. He’d gone 
into the bedroom, and she momentarily stopped there outside the 
doorway, standing in the hall, still looking down, so the screen lit 
her face and the frames of her glasses, casting shadow lines across 
her face behind them, reflecting solely in the blacks of her eyes as he 
closed the door. “Later then.” She turned and started up the hall, 
kicking empty plastic milk jugs in her wake as she continued to look 
down at the phone and continued to tap the screen with her thumbs. 


Jn his room, Mathew locked the door and felt in the dark with 
his foot for the stop in the floor beside his bed and slid it over and 
jammed it under the door. And he pulled off his shirt and dropped it 
on the floor and unbuttoned his pants and stepped out of them and 
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pulled down his underwear and stepped out of them before he crossed 
the room and touched the air-conditioner remote that sat on a shelf 
in the dark and the unit beeped and started to loudly hum and shake 
the wall, but the lights on the front were obscured with electrical 
tape; and the powerstrip connected to an extension cord and hooked 
on the dresser was off, so the room remained dark as he made his 
way by instinct and familiarity back to the bed, which he crawled 
onto and pulled the sheet up over himself and lay there curled on his 
side and closed his broiling eyes. He tried to fall into one of those 
well-worn routes. 


"^^here was sand everywhere. How he’d ended up in this other world, 
this isekai instantiation, he’d never know; it was merely enough 
that he was no longer in the world he’d been born into. Now there 
were only these vast stretches of sand and the city that rose out of 
them. Lines of camel trains traveled over these vast, directionless, 
windswept expanses that extended beyond as far as the eye could see. 
And how such a city in such a place could exist, as with so many 
things, remained unanswered. Often, the details of how he came to 
be acquainted with the ancient but fat sultan whose rule extended over 
all of this impossible city was also elided over, and he generally found 
himself some months after that man’s death, when he himself had 
inherited the relative position of ruler of this place, though it wasn’t 
something that he could bring himself to take up in the same way as 
the previous ruler had, which was one of the things that was leading 
to problems. It started with his dress; he’d refused to exchange his 
jeans and t-shirt and running shoes for whatever the typical fashion 
was for people in his newly acquired position. It would’ve been nice to 
have sunglasses, but they always seemed to be absent, maybe because 
of their relative fragility. But to really have the spirit of it, something 
had to be missing, there had to be some small sacrifice made, and for 
him, that was looking out from over a parapet as the late afternoon 
wore on, without the aid of sunglasses. This was where things typically 
started. So he was standing there when a woman came out along the 
parapet toward him. She was clad in a black garment with numerous 
knotted tassels along the many edges of the length of the whole of it. 



and sometimes her bare feet peeked from beneath the hem of it as 
the tassels shifted as she walked. “Let me guess,” he said. He didn’t 
turn to look at her, but instead continued to look out toward the by 
then faintly red painted horizon. “ There’s some kind of problem. ” 

The woman stopped there nearby, but not too close, an almost 
perfect deferential distance. “Sire...” She paused. “ If there’s some 
problem, I beg that you would tell me.” 

“In regards to what?” 

“If there would be something particular that you require, all you 
have to do is ask and it can be granted.” 

“Yes.” 

“Sire?” 

“You see,” he said, but he still hadn’t looked over at her yet. He 
paused. “ My problem with a harem is that it’s everyone’s responsibility 
that they should feel they want to sleep with me. ” He paused. “ And 
the other problem is that, as attractive as those ladies are, I don’t feel 
that it would be kind to sleep with them when I would prefer to sleep 
with you.” Now he looked over at her. 

The woman looked down. “ I am an old woman. Sire. The days for 
that have... long passed. ” 

“So now you turn that experience into management skills.” 

“Sire?” 

He shook his head. “Nothing. ” He turned to look at the sunset 
again. “l guess we’re just in a bind, aren’t we then. ” 

“Sire...” 

Someone had approached from behind. He turned. The young 
woman bowed, “it’s time.” 


H e turned to look at the sunrise. The morning’d worn on quite late. 
He turned, again, toward the young woman. “ Well, I guess it’s time to 
see what’s gone wrong today. Thank you.” She bowed again and left. 
And he went after her through the palace. It seemed as if much of the 
population of the city—though that couldn’t be true—had ensconced 
itself in what had once been called the throne room. Now it was just a 
room given over almost wholly to what’d before been its primary use. 
He took his seat on the stone chair at the head of the stairs. Courtly 
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persons flitted in and out of sight. The healer woman stood off to his 
right. He glanced over at her as the crowd quieted and two men came 
forward. Watching them, he rested his elbows on the worn and warm 
stone arms of the former throne and interlaced his Angers. In the 
intervening hush that followed, he said, “Well, what is the problem?” 

“Sire.” One of the men draped his arm across his stomach and 
bowed low. “We humbly come before your most h—” 

“There’re many people to come through here, so can we dispel 
with the honoriflcs and come right to it?” 

The man bowed again. “As you would wish m—” 

“Now.” 

The man straightened. But what was their problem? They were 
often so vague and ill-deflned, yet the solutions just presented them¬ 
selves; it only took someone who was willing to force them enacted. 

Thank you. Sire.” An old woman bowed. “Thank you.” 


H e motioned with his hand, “is there any other business to be 
had today? ” It seemed all of those who’d been left were spectators. 
The angle of the light through the high windows in the chamber 
indicated that it must’ve been somewhere in the early afternoon. 
“Then this will end this session for today. ” He rose. 


H e walked along with the healer woman through one of the many 
passages that went off through the building. 

“And how is the patient?” 

“Very well, ” the healer woman said. 

Who was this patient? 

“How is the work coming?” she said. 

“Very well. ” Where were they walking to? “The oubliette is filled. 
Each cell’ll be Ailed individually.” They stopped at a window and 
looked down. Far below, workmen ferried buckets and bags packed 
with rocks and dirt up stairs. “And then the passages behind that. ” 

“So much work.” 

“ It might be easier to just brick it over. But I refer to this as... a 
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kind of vengeance against the space itself, if you will. ” He leaned 
against the window. “But I’m afraid even then there’s going to be 
someone left in there, someone we’ve forgotten. ” 

“ They say you had yourself lowered into the oubliette just to make 
sure it was indeed empty. ” 

“Twice.” He straightened. “And I watched them fill it.” He 
turned and started to walk again. 

“They say that the envoy is supposed to arrive tomorrow.” 

“Do they say that?” 


^^nd it was quite a spectacle. There were even elephants. The throne 
room was filled with nothing but noise and light and color as they 
made their way up the way and he sat there waiting for them. He 
leaned over toward the healer woman. “Perhaps the tme gift that 
should be given is the gift of time. A gift that can only be given by not 
taking the time to present any gift at all.” She stified her laughter. 

“Your highness. ” One of the men below bowed. There was already 
a pile of glittering things at the base of the steps. And a large cat on a 
silver chain. “ We hope that you will receive our humble gift for that 
which it is. ” 

“Your gift,” he repeated for the hundredth time, until the words 
were only formations of the mouth and vaguely disseminated with 
the proper gestures. 

He said in a low voice toward the healer woman, “l don’t see why 
we bothered to practice this. I could’ve waited and saved the effort.” 
He nodded to a man as he reached forward to place a chest on the steps. 

“Sire, long have many great things been said of you and reached 
our ears,” the man below said. And he turned his attention from the 
healer woman to reply in the way that a reply needed be given. “ We 
offer you this humble gift as token of our esteem. ” 

“Your gift...” His words halted as they led the young woman up. 

The man held the golden chain outstretched in his hands. “And 
hope that you...” 

The character of the noise in the chamber slowly changed after 
he rose and seemingly lowered in volume with each step he took, till 
silence descended as he reached the bottom. 
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“A gift?” 

The man bowed his head and stretched out his hands and offered 
the length of chain in his hands. 

But instead of taking the proffered length of chain, he turned and 
looked up the steps. “ Call the blacksmith. ” And when no one moved, 
he said, “Now,” and one of the messenger boys ran and disappeared. 
He turned, again, toward those gathered at the bottom of the stairs. 
“Guards.” He didn’t even have to raise his voice, and all those near 
poured in from the crowd. 

“Sire...” There was perplexity in the man’s voice, “ifwe have 
offended thee— ” 

“when offering a gift, you should know something of whom it is 
to be given to. Perhaps there is a lesson in there.” 

The healer woman’d descended the steps. And he took the chain 
from the man’s still outstretched hands. “The gold will be returned 
to you. And you may carry it out of the city gates.” Without even 
words, the guards knew to lay hands upon them and draw them back 
through the crowd. And he looked over the then silent crowd. “No 
man or woman shall be a slave in this city.” He looked down at the 
length of chain in his hands and felt the weight of it. “And all chains 
that have bound man or woman shall go forth from this city and be 
buried in the sand or carried back to from whence they came.” He 
offered the length of chain to the woman it was bound to. And he 
motioned to a guard. “Take groups of three men. Speak before every 
person traveling with every caravan. Inform them that if there are 
any among them who are slaves, they are free within these walls. And 
if anyone tries to stop that, bring them here.” The soldier motioned 
with obedience and turned to do as ordered. 

“ Oh, Sire...” 

He looked at the man who’d spoken. 

“what of the recompense for this property. I am sure that—” 

“And what of the property?” the healer woman said to him. 

“The penalty for slavery is death, if you prefer. So you may wait 
for God to return them to you himself” He motioned for the healer 
woman to go with the woman still in chains. And he turned and as¬ 
cended a couple of steps before turning and looking at those gathered, 
again. 
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the air-conditioner changed pitch and hummed with a grav¬ 
elly tone and shook the wall and rattled things on the shelves and 
the shelving brackets rattled against the tracks. 

His fist rested in his chest, his wrist hooked till his hand almost 
bent back seemingly enough to allow his knuckles to almost graze 
his forearm. He pulled his legs up and together. 


I’ll go out there. ” He looked out from atop the wall. 

“ Sire... you can’t do that. ” 

The great vandal army stood out there, a ragged line along the 
windswept dunes. A small side door would lead out through the wall, 
to be locked securely behind. The heat bore down as he traveled across 
the sands. He looked back at the city once, then continued on. The 
line of the horde just looked at him as he approached. He stopped 
within shouting distance. Though, all distance seemed shouting 
distance over the sands, no matter how close you were. “l want to see 
your leader.” There was something brazen enough about the whole 
thing, something absurd enough about it, that the most of them 
seemed unable to speak, or even to laugh at it. Instead, they parted. 
And a man looked up from beneath the shade of a tent. 

He did laugh. “So this is the new king?” He laughed again. “A 
fool.” 

“I guess.” 

The warlord laughed again. 

“You can go ahead and kill me, but I would recommend you listen 
to what I have to say first. ” 

The warlord laughed. “And what is that?” 

He looked around at the men. “Maybe you will or maybe you 
won’t take the city. That remains to be seen.” 

“We have taken many cities.” The warlord smiled at him and 
showcased his blackened teeth. 

“And how many of you have died?” He looked at the men. “How 
many of you are starving right now?” 

“ Conveniently, what shall make possibly a half-decent supper has 
just walked into camp on its own.” The warlord laughed. 
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“You won’t make it out of this desert if you don’t succeed. And 
succeed soon. ” 

The warlord sat forward and slammed his fist against the table in 
front of him. 

“You don’t have the resources for a long siege. ” 

The warlord rose. “ I have seen men speak with their heads removed. 
Let us see if you possess that talent. ” He motioned. 

“ Alternatively, every man here could have as much food and water 
as he wanted and as many women—or men—as who wanted him. ” 

“That we will have anyway.” 

“Well, yes, maybe. But my way everyone gets it. And no one has 
to die. Or worse.” 

The warlord laughed. “And how is that?” 

“Lay down your weapons in the sand, take off your armor, and 
enter the city. ” 

The warlord laughed. “So we should just allow our throats to be 
cut like sheep.” He laughed. 

“ You have my word that the only thing waiting is food and water. ” 

The warlord continued to laugh. 

“of course, there is one other way?” 

The warlord calmed himself “And what is that? Shall we just fly 
away now? ” 

“why should men die for others? Let us reduce it to the problem 
at hand. Myself against you? If I win, your men get food and water 
at the price of their swords. If you win, they can try their hand at 
avoiding death.” 

The warlord laughed. 

“ Unless you’re too cowardly to not send other men in front of you. ” 

The warlord stopped laughing. He motioned for a man nearby to 
draw his sword. 

“ So are you afraid to face me yourself? After all, what do you really 
have to lose?” He looked around at the men. “Well? Would you 
rather get what you want for free? Or do you want to risk dying for it? ” 

“Enough.” The warlord motioned. “End this now.” But the men 
didn’t move. He grabbed at a man. “Do it.” 

“Or not.” 

The warlord shoved the man back. He drew his sword, and the 
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men in the immediate vicinity cleared back to form a ring around 
the small tent and the two of them. 


£mpty plastic milk jugs rebounded hollowly as heels resounded 
against the parquet floor, and a door closed. A toilet flushed. A faucet 
ran. 

He rolled over. 

A door opened. The air-conditioner settled down to emitting 
simply the white noise produced by the turning of the fan. Empty 
plastic milk jugs rebounded hollowly as heels resounded against the 
parquet floor. 

So what’s the problem?” He stood there looking out over the 
parapet, at the setting sun. 

“ Since a member of the guard is involved...” The woman in black 
tassels paused. “l thought it necessary that you know.” 

“Well, I’d like to talk to her, I think.” 

“There is no need for that. Sire. That is my responsibility.” 

“I need to know a few things first.” 

“Yes, Sire.” 


"^he woman in black tassels led another woman into the throne 
room. She fell at his feet where he sat. 

“Well, that’s a little dramatic.” 

“Please, ire, I...” 

But he motioned for her to be quiet. The woman in black tassels 
stood nearby. “ I just have one question.... ” The woman on her knees 
looked up at him. “Well, maybe two. But anyway, do you love him?” 

The woman looked at him through her tears. “ I... ” 

“An honest answer.” 

Tearful, unable to speak, she nodded. 

“And do you think that he loves you?” 

She nodded. 

“Just do me one favor. ” She looked up at him. “just be quiet, don’t 
say anything for a bit, no matter what. Okay?” 



After a moment, she nodded. 

“Good.” He motioned. Someone down at the main doors opened 
them, and a collection of guards entered, one of their own between 
them. They preceded up the steps, and stopped just a few steps below 
the top, the guards spreading out along the steps, to either side of the 
man in the center, and one behind him. 

“So here’s the question I have.” He waited as the man cut his eyes 
away from the woman kneeling there. “She claims that you love her. 
Is that true? Yes or no. ” 

The guard didn’t respond. 

“Yes or no.” 

“Yes.” 

“You do love her?” 

“Yes.” 

“ Then I’ll give you a choice. Either you can die. And she go free as 
if nothing ever happened. Or she will die. And you can go free as if 
nothing ever happened. Which do you choose?” 

The guard didn’t respond. 

“Well, which do you choose?” 

He stood straight. “Execute me if need be. ” 

“ Excellent. ” He motioned to the chief guard. “ Take him wherever 
and do whatever to get ready for a wedding.” 

Still standing straight, the guard looked perplexed. “ Sire... ? ” 

“Unless you don’t want to.” 

“No....” 

“No you don’t want to or no you want to?” 

“No.... I mean, yes. I...” The guard looked at the woman on her 
knees. “I want to.” 

He looked down at the woman on her knees. “And how about 
you? ” 

Tearfully, the woman nodded. 

And he motioned for the woman in black tassels. “Then take 
her and do whatever’s involved with that.” He rose from the chair. 
“ And let me know when the wedding will be. ” He paused. “ So unless 
there’s anything else...” He looked around. “Then good evening, 
everyone. ” 
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H e stood looking out over the parapet, looking out at the stars in 
the distance, when the black tasseled woman approached him from 
behind, her dress almost hiding her in the night if it hadn’t been for 
the light of a nearby torch. “ I guess that’s one way of doing it, ” he 
said. 

“Sire?” 

He leaned forward and placed his elbows on the stone. “I’m think¬ 
ing now, if I can kinda keep going like this, I can marry em off and 
eventually work down to having a harem of none?” He looked over 
at her. “Think that’s possible?” 


£mpty plastic milk jugs rebounded hollowly as heels resounded 
against the parquet floor. The knob rattled. A moment or two 
passed. Metal scraped against metal, and the lock tinked out of 
position to allow the knob to fully rotate. It, like all the rest in¬ 
side the house, was one of those cheap interior locks never meant 
to actually guard anything, serving as little more than courtesy en¬ 
forcers, but which had a key that was only a thin, rigid strip of metal 
stamped in the general silhouette of a key, so a nail file worked just 
as well, and Reese slipped that back into her purse. And grasping 
the knob, she turned it and pushed the door open. But the door 
ran against the stop. She shoved a few times, but could get it no 
more open than a good inch. Light from the phone illuminated 
the bed, and he pulled a second pillow over his head. After a few 
minutes, the door closed. And the air-conditioner changed pitch 
and hummed with a gravelly tone and shook the wall and rattled 
things on the shelves and the shelving brackets rattled against the 
tracks. 


^^fter the final bricks had been laid and plaster applied and the 
stone mason’d been to work so that there no longer remained any 
trace of the former opening into the passageway that’d once led to 
everything below, a plaque’d been put into place on the new wall 
bearing the words: may he who reopens this be set upon by all 

THOSE CURSES WHICH CANNOT BE LISTED HERE. 
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H e sat in front of a fire lighted in his bedchamber in order to 
defend against the cold desert night. He sat there on a rug and looked 
up when the woman in black tassels entered. 


H is foot jerked. 


'Fdsewhere, because there’s always an elsewhere, except for maybe 
the beginning and ending of the multiverse and its constituent parts, 
a guy in mirrorshades and snakeskin boots climbed out of a nonde¬ 
script car. He stood there behind the open door and looked around 
seemingly indifferent, but taking everything in. Not that there was 
much to take in, just a flat space not far off the main highway that’d 
been scraped out by a bulldozer, a few sprigs of high grass that’d’ve rus¬ 
tled had there been a wind but that only stood partially drooped over 
in the afternoon sun, a red-clay bank that’d been cut off sheer, and 
in front of it sat a small trailer with a ramp out front that stretched 
along half the length of it, the air-conditioner off to its side making 
as much noise as the highway in the distance. Out farther away, clear 
of everything, sat the helicopter, the rawish, flat earth under it long 
scrubbed clean of all but packed clay and rocks. He slammed the car 
door and started walking toward the trailer, red dust adhering to 
his snakeskin boots. He didn’t knock, but just took the handle and 
opened the screen door and pushed open the door and went in. It was 
like opening a door in the freezer section of a grocery store. 

Christina leaned to look out from behind a computer monitor. 
“They not got doors where you’re from?” 

Twin smaller versions of her and the interior of the trailer reflected 
double in his mirrorshades when he turned his head, a distorted sight 
she didn’t care for, but no sign of that showed on her face in those 
reflections. 

“You aren’t paying for the electricity.” 

He closed the door, but he still didn’t remove his shades. “You fly 
that?” 

“ Sometimes. ” She didn’t shift in her seat, or shift her seat, but just 
continued to cant to the side to look out from behind the monitor. 
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which should’ve told him something, but it was more than obvious 
it didn’t. “We’re closed though. No more flights today.” 

He took a couple steps toward her and reached into his jacket. He 
wore a sports jacket over a turtleneck. And she had the feeling she’d’ve 
preferred the snakes the boots’d been made from over whatever was 
between them and the glasses. But she’d long learned how to hate an 
officer’s intestinal tract and still salute him with a straight face, which 
was the face she maintained then, neither inviting, nor indifferent, 
nor antagonist, just something existing, the same face that’d reflected 
double in those glasses just the same as when he’d turned after having 
just stepped inside. And her reflections remained that way as he pulled 
out his phone and turned the screen toward her. “Have you seen this 
woman?” 

She glanced at the screen but, other than that, didn’t move. “ Don’t 
know. ” 

“what’s that supposed to mean?” 

“Means what it says.” 

He reached into his jacket with his free hand. This time he brought 
out a billfold and flipped it open to reveal it concealed a badge. The 
thing about it was, however, that one of the other military experiences 
and habits she’d picked up’d been a nonchalant attitude toward rank 
and authority. Not that she disrespected it in the least. But it was not 
something that inspired fear by default. So there was no special effort 
to keep her face any way other than it’d been since he’d walked in the 
door. 

“Have you seen this woman or not?” 

“Like I said, don’t know.” 

“ She was seen entering here this morning, and you took her up on 
a flight. ” 

“Might have.” 

“why don’t you cut the crap.” 

He couldn’t even swear when it was called for. She never could 
stand people who couldn’t swear. He flipped closed the billfold and 
returned it to the inside of his jacket. 

“Well, if you already know that, you shouldn’t need me to answer 
one way or the other. ” 

“So you took this woman for a ride?” 
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“Like I said, don’t know.” 

“This isn’t a game.” 

“No. It’s a medical condition.” 

He paused. Even with the shades, it was obvious enough to tell he’d 
been thrown. “What?” 

“Got hit in the head from an explosion.” She tapped her temple, 
“shit memory for faces ever since. Only faces. I’ll forget what there is 
of yours when you walk out. ” 

He didn’t say anything for a couple of seconds. “How do you be 
allowed to fly with something like that? ” 

“ I can’t remember faces, not what an instmment panel looks like. ” 
Again, he didn’t say anything for a couple of seconds. “So where 
did you take this girl? I take it that that kind of memory works. ” 
“Well, usually they start here, and they end here. This’s not the 
kinda service that has a destination. ” 

“Yet her Uber driver left her here. And she was never picked up by 
another one. ” 

“It’s not my responsibility to care after they’re on the ground.” 
“So you didn’t drop her somewhere?” 

“Sure you’re not the one that has memory problems? ” 

“So you’re just going to say you got her halfway to heaven and she 
finished going the rest of the way on her own?” 

“That’s funny. I’ll have to remember that one for the next pilots 
group I get together at.” 

He stuck the phone inside his jacket. “l would advise you to coop¬ 
erate.” 

“oh, I work with law enforcement all the time.” Mostly that 
was flying around looking for the Devil’s Weed a couple times a year 
out in the real back country, but that wasn’t likely to be on the pike 
anymore. “So I guess I could call Debord if—Sheriff Debord—if you 
want, and let him know you’re looking for someone. Tm sure he’d be 
glad to help. After all, that’s one of the things we elected him for.” 

“Relevant people have already been notified. All I need from you 
is to know where you dropped her off. ” 

“Like I said, my job’s just to leave here and come back again. ” 
“Y—” 

A toilet flushed. The guy in snakeskin boots turned his head, his 
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mirrorshades reflecting double an opening door and the guy opening 
it and stepping out and closing it behind himself, the guy stepping 
out looking across the room and seeing these visions of himself in 
the warped world in those lenses. 

“ As I said, ” Christina said, and the guy in mirrorshades and snake- 
skin boots turned to look at her, “we’re closed. No more flights today. 
Or the rest of the week maybe. ” 

The guy in mirrorshades glanced over at the guy who’d just 
emerged from the bathroom. 

“Unless you’d like me to make that call. ” 

He looked back over at her. 

Without saying anything, he turned and opened the door. “ Maybe 
you should look into some supplements, or something. They might 
help your memory. ” 

“That’s a good idea. Maybe I’ll bring that up to what’s left of the 
VA.” 

He stood there in the open doorway a couple of seconds, letting 
cold air out, then Anally stepped out onto the ramp and let the screen 
door slam itself The other guy stepped toward the open door. He 
looked out through the screen door a moment. 

“Are you trying to flght global warming?” 

He leaned his head back and looked over at her. She motioned 
toward the door. He closed it. 

“what was that about?” 

“No clue.” She rolled her wheelchair back. “Apparently Annie 
Oakley has a fan club. ” 

A look settled onto his face, and he shook his head. And hearing 
a car outside, he stepped toward the window and raised one of the 
blinds with his Anger and watched the vehicle turn and head toward 
the highway. “I still think you shoulda reported that.” 

“To who and for what?” She rolled back and opened the mini 
fridge and pulled out a beer and set it on top and then pulled out 
another before she closed the door. He let the blind fall and turned to 
look at her. She tossed him the beer, and he caught it. She popped the 
top on her own and sucked off the head. “And they’re gonna send 
who?” She took another sip. “One crazy vet to deal with another?” 

He pointed at her. “You’re so fulla bullshit.” 


74 



she shrugged and raised her can to him. Then she pointed at him. 
“Did you wash your hands?” 

He remained silent a moment. Then he shook his head. “Don’t 
guess so.” 

She pointed. “Alright. Go back in there right now.” 

“ Can’s already dirty now anyway. ” He popped the top with a grease- 
wedged fingernail and sipped as he sat down on the worn-out couch 
set against one wall. 

“Well, I guess if doctors can fuck off about washing their hands, 
why should you bother?” She sipped her beer. 

He sipped his beer. “l take it this evening’s schedule’s been 
amended to getting hammered.” 

“Absolutely.” 


Back in his bedroom, fragments of dream intermixed with what¬ 
ever waking life was, or the other way round, the sound of something 
drumming against something the way chimpanzees in nature doc¬ 
umentaries would run up to particular trees and start hitting them, 
all the troop together, and he came to his senses realizing he was on 
his knees, arm outstretched, stroking the drywall behind the head of 
the bed. It took a few more moments for spacial awareness to be fully 
integrated, at which point he slowly crawled down the mattress on 
his knees, trying not to fall over. The air-conditioner made its usual 
noises, the light interior door still shifting because of the amount of 
play in the locking mechanism and faintly banging into the jamb 
with the changes in pressure and the currents created by the fan. His 
upper teeth on his right side hurt, as usual, and his jaw muscles on 
that same side felt tense enough to knot. He massaged them as he 
shifted his legs over the side of the bed. His bladder ached. He stood. 
Head swimming, he touched the mattress with one hand as he bent 
and lifted his underwear, turned them round by feeling in the dark 
for the seam that would be in the back, above the pad-printed label. 
And he tried to lift his leg to put them on but almost fell, but after 
a moment, he was able to do it. He turned and touched the door in 
the dark, the loose door, banging against the jamb. Feeling for the 
stop with his foot, he found it shoved just slightly back out of place, 
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but he just pulled it out of the way and pushed it off to the side, same 
as usual. Out in the hall, he momentarily startled as empty plastic 
milk jugs rebounded hollowly. And taking a moment to orient in 
the ambient light that came down the hall through the hole in the 
kitchen door, he made his way into the bathroom and just barely 
closed the door behind himself, so the latch just touched the plate 
but didn’t shut completely. But pulling down his underwear and 
standing there before the toilet and trying to release, heat rose into 
his face, and everything began to spin, and for a moment it seemed 
as if he’d vomit. He breathed to hold everything above his groin in, 
finishing the stream of urine, and then relaxing and trying again to 
get the actually last of it out. His face remained heated as he turned 
toward the sink and turned it on in the dark and let the water run 
over his fingertips before he cut it off and reached for the towel hung 
beside the door and rubbed his fingers hard against it. He reached 
for the edge of the door in the darkness and pulled it open. Trying 
to make his way along the little path in the empty plastic milk jugs 
that he’d opened between the two doorways on his way out, he man¬ 
aged to make it to the bedroom without kicking anything. Turning, 
he gently shut the door behind himself, using his fingers to know 
when it was seated properly without it making too much noise. He 
turned the lock and held the door against the jamb as he reached 
out in the darkness with his foot and felt for the stop and pulled it 
over and jammed it into place. He ran his thumb over the minimal 
gap between the edge of the door and the jamb three times to ensure 
it’d closed. He turned toward the bed, and with his face still heated, 
but not so bad as when he’d been standing over the toilet, he bent 
forward and stepped out of his underwear. He turned and checked the 
door again by mnning his fingers over the minimal gap between the 
edge of the door and jamb three times. He did it three more times 
before he turned away and climbed onto the bed and reached and 
pulled the sheet over himself The air-conditioner was mnning fan 
only. He laid his heated face against the pillow. He tried to breathe. 
Slowly, the sensation of immanent vomiting seemed to ebb. 

Lying there, he tried to search out a well-worn route. 
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^he had very large breasts, and it was difficult to determine whether 
the sweater she wore accentuated them on purpose or was meant to 
try and downplay them but failed utterly. 

“I guess you might as well come in,” he said. He showed her to a 
seat at the table. “ If you don’t mind, I’ve kinda got one or two things 
to do.” 

“oh, no.” 

He nodded and turned away from her and toward the stove, where 
a pot was on trying to boil. He took up the knife and started to work 
over vegetables on the chopping board. “I’m kinda surprised that 
you found the place, to be honest.” 

“ Oh, it wasn’t that bad. ” 

“You have to admit I was right about the maps though.” She’d 
had to call him from a service station. And he’d had to guide her in 
turn by turn from there. He set the knife on the counter and raised 
the chopping board and started sliding the chunks of vegetables into 
the pot with the side of his hand. “l bet you didn’t think you were 
really coming out in the middle of nowhere.” He pulled a towel off 
the oven handle and wiped his hand as he turned toward her. 

She smiled. “Well, it might’ve been a little further than I 
thought.” 

He nodded and half-turned and hung the towel over the stove 
handle again, and finally turned toward her again. “Look, since 
you’re here... You won’t mind if I’m just really honest, will you? ” 

While her smile remained fixed, something uncertain crept into 
it, but she said, “Ofcourse.” 

“I mean, you’ve gotta admit that I’ve got to be a bit suspicious, 
don’t I? I mean. I’m not trying to insult you. It’s just... it just seems 
kind of strange that someone would fly all the way from wherever 
you were to Asheville and then drive two hours here to turn around 
and drive another two hours back and fly back to wherever. I just 
can’t believe that the amount of money they would offer you would 
anywhere near cover that.” 

She momentarily seemed lost as to a reply to this. 

“I mean, as I say, I not trying to, I guess, ascribe an ill intent. God, 
that sounds really stupid and insulting. It’s just that... I just don’t 
understand.” 
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“Well...” 

“I mean, I’m sorry. I guess I just don’t understand why it’s appar¬ 
ently worth so much for me to loose my virginity on camera. It’s 
just... Again, please don’t think I’m trying to say anything against 
you, it’s just that...” He shook his head. “ I guess I just don’t under¬ 
stand, and I’m going to continue to put my foot in my mouth. ” He 
shook his head. “I’m sorry.” 

“ Oh... there’s nothing... nothing to apologize for. ” 

He turned and checked the soup and adjusted the burner before he 
turned toward her, again. “ And I have to ask how did it end up being 
you, specifically? I mean, if there was somebody I’d consider doing the 
project with, well, you’d be at the top of the list.... Or I should say... 
yes, at the top of the list. I mean, I kinda suspected that someone was 
either reading my mind or that I should really invest in a good VPN. ” 

She slightly laughed at this. She had a way of smiling with her eyes, 
as well. 

“I’m sorry, I feel like I keep putting my foot in my mouth. And it 
doesn’t taste very good. ” He motioned with his thumb. “ Hopefully 
this tastes better.” He paused and shook his head, “is everyone this 
bad around you?” He shook his head again. “On second thought, 
maybe you shouldn’t answer that. I’m not sure it would be in my 
favor one way or the other. ” 

After looking over his shoulder at the pot, he stepped toward the 
table and pulled out a chair and sat down across from her. “ I just have 
to be honest with you, if you don’t mind.” Placing his elbows on the 
table, he leaned forward and rested his chin on his interlaced fingers. 
“I find you really attractive. And I’m not just talking about the... 
obvious. But you see, the problem is it’s the kind of attraction that if 
I knew you weren’t married I’d ask you if there was something you 
wanted to do together, if there was something you were interested 
in doing. And I just don’t know that I can accept anything else than 
that. So I might just have to accept nothing. I’m sorry, that doesn’t 
make very much sense.” He sat back in his chair. “Do you mind if I 
say that I think you have the most amazing eyes that I’ve ever seen? 
I mean, I’m sure you’ve heard that alot. But... well... I mean it, and 
that’s it.” 

She smiled at him. 
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He looked over at the pot on the stove, “ifyou’re interested, you 
can stay for stew and cornbread. That is, if you want.” 

'Fdsewhere, again, because all those elsewheres continue to go on 
just the same as if the place they were elsewhere from didn’t exist, 
Christina leaned back her head and stretched her neck. 

“Tired?” 

“ Like I ran a million miles. ” She stretched her neck side to side. 
“So why don’t you be a good pet and fetch.” Her eyes still closed, she 
pointed across the trailer and toward the mini fridge. 

“Whoof whoof ” He rose from the couch, tossing a can and miss¬ 
ing the trash, the hollow aluminum container rolling across the 
carpet. 

She rolled her head to the side and opened an eye. “Air Bud you 

He bent over and snatched it up. 

“But I guess it has its advantages.” She straightened her head and 
then leaned forward, her chin touching her chest. And she remained 
that way when he’d walked back over and held out a can in front 
of her, and after a couple moments of this, he cleared his throat. 
Raising her head, she opened one eye and looked at him, took the 
can. “ Could’ve opened it. ” She popped the top. “ Remind me who 
you are again.” Tilting back her head, she took something closer to 
a sip than a swig. 

“Not funny.” 

“I think it’s hilarious. ” She took another sip. 

“I don’t.” 

“Well, pets aren’t supposed to have opinions, anyway.” She rested 
the can on the arm of her wheelchair, knocking off condensation 
that’d just started forming. 

He sipped from his own. “Sometimes pets eat their owners, you 
know.” 

She raised her own can to her lips. “l think your ass’s making 
a promise your mouth can’t cash.” She motioned with the can. 
“Y—” 

A knock on the door. 
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“I don’t know why I invested two dollars in that little sign that 
says ‘closed’.” She brought the can up again. 

“Ah, just sit tight and they’ll go away.” 

Another knock. 

“Yeah.” She motioned with the can. “See who it is.” She took 
another sip. “just stand there at the door and make sure the hot stays 
on its side and the cold stays where I’m paying for it to stay. ” 

He rose from the couch, setting his beer can on the edge of the desk 
on his way toward the door. He was taller than the woman standing 
out there at the top of the ramp, which was par the course, so he ended 
up looking down at her, and she, conversely, had to look up at him as 
she stood there holding the screen door open, an inconvenience that 
had lost its utility since, even with the light on the side of the trailer 
illuminating the dark as per insurance company dictum, there was no 
longer anything flying to worry about keeping out with such a mesh, 
but that’s the way it’d always been, so it was just yet another one of 
those vestigial human practices that’d carried forth under the label of 
culture and heritage when they’d lost support from all other reason. 

“I need to speak to the owner. ” 

“We’re closed. No flights after dark.” 

“No offense, but I don’t need to talk to a mechanic. I need to talk 
to a pilot. A specific pilot. ” 

“ If they haven’t gone yet, ” Christina called, “you might as well 
let them in.” 

And he opened the door farther and stepped aside. 

“Thank you. ” She stepped into the trailer and past him. 

Christina sat there with her beer can resting against the arm of her 
wheelchair, condensation running down the sides of the aluminum 
can and onto the wheelchair’s aluminum frame. “What can I do for 
you? ” 

“My name is Naomi Readmann.” The thing was, other than her 
hair being jet black, she could’ve been a copy-and-paste job of earlier, 
right down to the ponytail and thick, black-framed glasses. 

Christina raised her beer and sipped. “Are black-and-white suit 
skirts the in thing now? I don’t keep up on these things.” She leaned 
over slightly and glanced past Naomi, at where he still stood. He 
closed the door. 



“ Did you give a ride to a woman who was wearing something like 
this? ” 

Christina looked at her. 

“I know you have problems with faces. I’m asking about clothes.” 

Christina raised her beer, sipped, but said nothing as she continued 
to look at her. 

“she has...” There was something about Naomi that gave the 
air that she was unaccustomed to hesitation and that she wasn’t so 
much hesitating then as being what Christina perceived as decisively 
particular. “... difficulties interfacing with the world... under certain 
circumstances. ” 

“You don’t say.” Christina raised her beer and took another sip. 

“It’s quite important that I find her as quickly as possible.” 

“I guess that there are some people that everyone just finds irre¬ 
sistibly fascinating. ” She held the can up over her lap, lightly swirling 
the contents, but she didn’t move as if to take a sip. 

“It would be nice to know why everyone seems to be finding their 
way to wzj door.” 

After a moment or two of silence between the two women, Naomi 
glanced over her shoulder. 

“oh, he’s completely housebroken.” 

Naomi turned to look at Christina again. 

“You know...” Christina cocked her head to one side. “l have 
this terrible feeling that somebody’s been littering around here. ” 
She motioned with her beer can. “And I’m starting to suspect a 
thorough policing of the area’s gonna turn up a cellphone in the grass 
somewhere around here, isn’t it?” 

Naomi didn’t reply. Christina sipped at her beer as she continued 
to make eye contact with the other woman. 

“Her father is very interested in her safe return. ” 

Christina didn’t reply. She sipped at her beer as she continued to 
make eye contact with the other woman. 

Naomi turned. 

“ It’s not like I can give you a street name. Not that that’d be much 
good anyway. ” 

When Naomi’d turned towards her again, Christina’d raised the 
can for another sip. She lowered the can. 



“I’ll take anything I can get. ” 

Christina sipped her beer. “You know where Helena is?” 

“I can find it.” 

Christina sipped her beer, “just be careful of how you use a map.... ” 
She raised her can, and she pointed with her index finger. “When 
you’re off main roads.” 

“I’m acquainted with a former resident.” 

“oh.” Christina sipped her beer. She motioned with it. “Please, 
be useful and pull up some GPS records for us. ” And she looked at 
him a moment, until he moved behind the computer desk and bent 
over it and moved the mouse and started to click. “He’s very well 
trained, ” she said. When Naomi’d turned towards her again, she’d 
raised the can for another sip. 


^^nd after Naomi’d gone, she sat there holding her beer can and 
swirling the warmed remaining contents round and round within. 
She glanced at him as he passed her and took up position again on 
the couch. “ Remind me to get you a collar, ” she said, “ one with the 
dangly, little metal disc with a name on it. ” She took another sip. 


Back in his bedroom, things hurt. He woke enough to wake fully. 
Cold wetness spread out beneath him. He pulled the sheet away, 
trying not to get it in anything. The hair on his leg was sticky and 
wet, too. Absently, he reached down and found it was all in his pubic 
hair too, as he raised himself over the wet spot and shifted off the bed. 
Leaning against the edge of the mattress, bending over and feeling 
in the dark, he grabbed his shirt. Rising and reaching through the 
dark, he probed the sheets with his fingers till he found pooled, cold 
goo, and he tried to wipe it up. He touched the spot again, but all 
that was left was what’d already seeped into the fabric. He doubled 
the shirt over and wiped himself And holding the shirt bunched in 
one hand, he bent and lifted his underwear and stepped into them. 
He turned toward the door and unlocked it, careful that the click 
wasn’t too loud, and found the stop in the dark with his foot and 
pulled it out of the way. In the bathroom, he dropped the shirt on the 
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floor and turned and pushed the door partially shut. Standing over 
the toilet, he pulled down his underwear, the wetness in his pubic 
hair still chilly, and tried to piss. A little came out, but it burnt the 
whole way. And when he’d finished, he reached between his legs 
and tried to squeeze out any more that’d come, the whole of the 
pipe works raw and sore all the way into his body where what hadn’t 
come out’d stayed in there too long as he’d only groggily half-woken 
sometime before and almost immediately gone back to sleep. He 
flushed. And when he turned to go out, he reached for the t-shirt 
that was hanging on the shower bar, because even half-awake he 
knew it’d be there, and reached out in the darkness and pulled open 
the door. Back in his room, he closed the door and locked it and 
slid the stop into place before he leaned over the edge of the bed and 
sought out the damp spot again, though now he wasn’t sure if he 
could feel it or not, and tried to drape the shirt over it. After this, he 
straightened and turned toward the door again and ran his fingers 
over the minimal gap between the edge of the door and jamb three 
times before he turned and climbed into bed. The blowing of the 
air conditioner hit him about at stomach level, and the sensation 
revealed some residual wetness still there, but he disregarded it, and 
he carefully lay down over the spread t-shirt and pulled the sheet up 
over himself again. He lay there trying to ignore the burning pain 
that still emanated from that span of primary tubing that ran up into 
his groin somewhere. 

He tried to find a well-worn route, but none were forthcoming 
through the aching pain and grogginess. 

His foot twitched. 


Night. The moon wasn’t out, but there seemed some silvery glow 
that did and didn’t come from a sky that was black with blacker 
clouds. It was warm but with a cold wind, an odd kind of permanent 
Halloween looming ahead. The truck had died. He looked up the 
length of paved road where dark branches overhung the road, and 
some of the leaves’d fallen and blew across the asphalt. He climbed out 
and started to walk the remaining distance to the house. Logs’d fallen 
across the way, dark, rough things that he had to climb over. He came 
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to the end of the paved road and to where the gravel started. The oak 
trees along the way’d grown together, limbs twisting and entwining 
so it was impossible to tell where one began and the other didn’t, 
twisting and entwining together to form shelving, the trunks of the 
trees themselves the vertical dividers between these spans of shelving, 
all packed with dvd cases that he passed on by as he continued to 
climb the driveway toward the darkened house above and finally made 
his way up the concrete walk and inside. He had to clean. Someone 
was coming. There was no definition as to who, only that that this 
was to be. He turned on no lights. The silvery glow suffused through 
the windows. He could see everything, but it was still dark. He stood 
wiping the counter with a paper towel. Someone was coming. No, 
someones were coming. He had to get everything cleaned up. They 
were coming. 


H e shifted, pulling the other pillow over his head again. 


*^he dragon’d been pulled inside out. He tumbled infinitely through 
red smoke. He’d so long passed the teeth that must’ve been there that 
nothing could be seen overhead but more of the same. The red scales 
glistened and glittered. He looked through the red smoke at them as 
he fell infinitely. 


(^old drool coated the pillow. He had i 


shift his face. 


fitting there, looking down at his cards, they made no sense. 

“Bachelors’ll only get yuh a job flipping burgers,” Luke said. 

He looked up from his cards. Everyone was still looking down at 
their own. It was like he didn’t exist. 

“No,” John said. “But for a blowjob they might let you clean the 
grease trap with that.” 

He looked down at his cards again, knowing and not knowing he 
knew everything and nothing about them. 



“Stupid philosophy,” Mark said. He laid a card on the table and 
turned it and shifted counters. “As useful as French.” 

“ I can write C. ” Luke shifted his cards and pulled out two. “ That’s 
the universal language. ” 

“You misspelled math. ” John moved a couple of counters. 

Luke lifted the spinner. 

“The inverse of the revelatory function is?” 

He looked up. 

Everyone was looking at him. 

“Well?” 

Trying to say something, he couldn’t. 

“ So how do you build a beacon that lets you know you’re in reality? ” 

“You can’t.” 

“of course you can’t.” 

“Turtles all the way down.” 

“Turtles all the way down.” 

“Do or do not. There is only told to do and to do as told. ” 

Their hands below the table, as they’d always been, working sxus 
up and down. Him pushing back his chair. One rolling out from 
under the table toward him. 

“Feed the snake.” 

He turned, backing through a door that’d appeared there that 
hadn’t needed to be there before. 

“Feed the snake.” 

“Feed the snake.” 

Backing out into the hall. 

“Feed the snake.” 

HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA 

Stumbling into the white-painted cinder-block dorm hall. Too 
narrow for two people. Scrambling around the corner. Scrambling 
for the bathroom. No door. Faceless penis on the toilet, faceless ass 
kneeling in front of him. 

HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA 
HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA 
HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA 
HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA 

Running down stairs. Miles of stairs. Treadmill stairs. Treadmill 
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stairs toward yesterday’s tomorrow. Treadmill stairs toward tomor¬ 
row’s yesterday. Zoom. Zoom. Little motor hums. Lights. Suction. 
The book machine turns the pages all on its own. Photo. Photo. The 
project finally finished. 

“We’re sorry, Mr Student. But we’re just not sure who you are.” 

“Have you decided on a capstone project yet?” 

Flashing lights. Picture. Picture. Picture. 

Pages and pages of medieval, illuminated, disembodied penises. 

Even she’s laughing. Even fucking Eleischmann is laughing. 

HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA 
HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA 


HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA 
His legs didn’t work. They didn’t work, and he was crawling. 
Drowning. Multi-colored, hollow, plastic balls flowing up to his nose. 
Past his nose. Over his head. Unable to breathe. 



Smell of shit and urine and grease. Multi-colored, hollow, plastic 
balls flowing over his head. Nothing but multi-colored, hollow, 
plastic balls as high as he could reach. Nothing under his feet. Unable 
to breathe. 













HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA 

HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA 

HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA 

HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA 

HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA 

HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA HA 


H e woke sweating. The air-conditioner hummed. The sheets’d 
wadded around his groin. 


(^old stone underfoot, he walked down a narrow, arched, solid- 
stone passage. Everything seemed cold and damp, only without the 
moisture. A light grew ahead. Emerging into a small round chamber, 
he looked at the steps that rose round the walls, bleachers for midgets, 
maybe. Normal-sized metal handrails formed partial rings at the 
bottom of them. Two figures, one male, one female, stood with 
their backs to him, nude or naked, blindfolded, their hands tied 
together behind their backs with green string, their arms over the 
rails, standing there with just their heels on a step-down, their toes 
hanging over and supported by nothing, soda-can-diameter-sized 
skin and muscle excised from each side of each ankle, revealing hints 
of bone, green string threaded through, drooping down, a bowknot 
tied and gently resting on each heel. Up each back, either side of 
each spine, in ever decreasing diameter, excised skin revealed muscle, 
green string threaded through, drooping down and into a bowknot 
tied and gently resting on skin-covered vertebrae. 

Another dark tunnel opened in the wall on the opposite side of the 
chamber. 


J-Jis neck hurt. It sounded as if the air-conditioner were mnning 
fan only. Shifting, he partially pulled the pillow from over his head. 
He lay there for a few minutes before he rolled over. He looked at her 
lying there looking at him. 

“Rough night?” she said. 
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“Yeah.” 

“I could do something to make up for that.” 

“ As I keep telling you... ” 

“What?” 

“ I just...” He shifted his head against the pillow to try and stretch 
his neck. “Relationships never seem to last long for you. And I don’t 
think I could go back to being just friends after that. So since I want 
to keep you as a friend, we’ll just have to keep things the way they are. ” 

She lay there looking at him. 

He shifted and rolled onto his back. He pulled the second pillow 
the rest of the way off his head and lay there a long time in the dark. 
It was impossible to tell how much time’d passed. 


J-Je jerked. 

Must’ve fallen asleep again. 

A thick, bad taste filled his mouth. A roaring droned in his left 
ear. Pressing his finger into it, he tried to suction it open. There 
had to be something in there. There had to be. He rolled over. His 
ear opened up a little; now it just sounded like the msh of the ocean 
and the wind over the ocean. His jaw ached, as did his upper teeth. 
His bladder hurt in that way it did when filled too long with a, by 
then, too old a vintage. Waking further, he felt something lumpy 
and bunched beneath him. A piece of tape’d come loose on the edge 
of the window, and a sliver of late-evening sunlight cut into the 
wall. His bladder spasmed, and he finally shoved off the sheet and 
sat up on the edge of the bed. Feeling around, he reached back for 
what’d been bunched under him. When he realized what it was, he 
wadded it and slammed it onto the mattress. He stood, searching for 
his underwear with his foot. Eyes dark adjusted, the wedge of light 
allowed in illuminated the room and every shelved figure within as 
he pulled up his underwear. He reached for the wadded-up shirt and 
snatched up his pants. But he had to shift them to one hand to unlock 
the door and turn the knob. The door jammed, though. And he 
felt for the stop with his foot and pulled it out of the way. Across 
the hall, he dropped the clothes in the bathroom floor and turned 
and pushed the door closed and locked it. He turned on the light. 
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Ancient and dimmed as the compact-florescent bulbs were, painful 
they remained. He stood there leaning forward with his hands on 
the edge of the counter, looking in the mirror as he waited for his 
eyes to adjust. Might as well be able to see it. He sucked thick stuff out 
from between his teeth, the slime that coated the inside of his mouth, 
and spat pink into the grey-streaked porcelain basin. Turning on 
the faucet, he continued to spit. Under the cascade of the secondary 
white noise, he looked up into the mirror and turned his head to the 
side and tried to look into his own ear. He pressed a finger into one 
ear then the other, trying to listen for a change in the volume of the 
water white-noise from the running faucet. There had to be a slight 
difference. He could feel it. But he didn’t have any more generic 
cotton swabs. He glanced over, but there also weren’t any washcloths 
that he could try and twist the corners of and screw or auger in there. 
He pressed his finger into his ear again and tried to create a suction. 
Clenching his teeth, he jerked his hand away from the side of his head. 
He leaned forward and spit into the running water, but it landed too 
high, and the intermixed pink and transparent thickened fluid stuck 
there above the swirling waterline. He spat again. Leaving the water 
on, he turned and stepped toward the toilet, pulling his underwear 
down and standing there trying to release. The length of tubing 
mnning up into his groin still faintly ached, ached more from the 
dark-yellow urine that flowed into the toilet bowl and turned the 
water brown. Splashes of it’d long discolored the surrounding tile 
and grout, a line of it bifurcating down the front of the toilet bowl 
where he sometimes dribbled at the end or the stream shot out at an 
angle at the start and splattered the top of his foot and only then the 
rounded edge of the toilet bowl, spray deflecting into his leg hairs 
below his knee. He lowered the lid before he flushed it. And turning 
toward the faucet again, he stuck his hands under the running water. 
Automatically, he reached up and depressed the soap dispenser, but it 
was empty, and only a pea-sized glob of foam squirted into the palm 
of his hand. He clenched his teeth and rubbed his hands together 
hard. Looking up into the mirror, he turned his head and stuck his 
damp Anger into his ear again. Water ran into it, and he grunted 
and turned his head and looked round at the dirty towels on the 
floor, turned and looked at the remainder of a toilet paper roll on 


89 



the rack by the filling toilet, and he screamed in his throat and into 
the backs of his clenched teeth as he jerked open the door and went 
into the darkened laundry room and dug something off a pile and 
ran it around the inside of his ear. Breathing easier, he wiped his 
hands on whatever it was before he tossed it in the big sink there 
beside the washing machine. Back in the bathroom, having left the 
door open, he looked in the mirror one more time, turned his head 
to the side, but gave up, and spat one last time before he cut off the 
faucet. 

Cutting off the light, he stepped into the hall, paused, reached 
back through the newly darkened doorway, and flicked the light 
switch again and stepped inside. Leaning toward the counter, the 
edge of it wedging into his hips, he leaned forward till his nose almost 
touched the mirror. Opening his mouth wide, he shifted his head 
side to side and up and down and back and forth. Hooking his lips 
with his fingers, he folded them up and down and stretched them 
to their limits, the color strained out of them. Closing his mouth, 
he straightened and stood there a few moments looking at himself 
in the mirror. Leaning forward, he opened his mouth as far as it’d 
go and then pulled back his lips with his fingers, shifting his tongue 
round the inside of his mouth, it looking as if it’d curl back on itself 

—Swallow it and choke. 

Closing his mouth, he straightened and stood there a few moments 
looking at himself in the mirror. Leaning forward, he opened his 
mouth as far as it’d go and gripped his lower lip with all his fingertips 
and stretched it down, revealing the tautness of where the flesh of it 
connected to his gum unlike the way a bear’s did. He released it, but 
still stood there leaned against the counter, the edge wedging into 
his hips as he put his teeth together as best they’d go and pulled back 
his lips as far as they’d go on their own, to the point his nose crinkled 
and the muscles in his neck bulged, and he held there a few moments 
faintly holding his head at various angles till his muscles protested 
and he had to close his mouth, leaning there just looking at the rest 
of himself Hooking one side, his fingernail biting into the inside 
of his cheek, he pulled it as far as it’d go, the flesh taut. Tilting his 
head back, he pulled his tongue out of the way with the fingers of 
his other hand. Releasing himself, he cocked his head and spit the 
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taste of his outer skin out of his mouth. And looking up into the 
mirror again, he hooked his other finger into his other cheek, the 
nail biting into the inside of it, and pulled it as far as it’d go, that 
flesh taut too. He didn’t shift his tongue this time, but just tilted back 
his head. Releasing his cheek, he cocked his head and spat into the 
sink. Looking at himself in the mirror, he rinsed his mouth-damp 
fingers and wiped them on the damp towel hanging there beside the 
door as he stepped toward the doorway. 

Cutting off the light, he stepped into the hall, paused, reached back 
through the newly darkened doorway, and flicked the light switch 
again and stepped inside. Leaning toward the counter, the edge of it 
wedging into his hips, he leaned forward till his nose almost touched 
the mirror. Touching his finger below his eyelid, the flesh puffy but 
against bone, he pulled it down. Angry red. Former sties lumpy back 
there. He moved his finger, pressing it harder into his skin to keep 
his grip, distorting his eye lid in squashed loops left and right. Maybe 
a yellow-head in his eyelashes. He shifted his head, squeezing his 
eyelid up and down, left and right, pulling it out tight as it’d go, till 
he could feel stretching. Slight swelling around a hair. 

—Pull it. 

Still holding his eyelid down, he cut his eyes and glanced toward 
the tweezers in the dish there. 

—Sharp objects. 

He cut his eyes back to the mirror, shifting his head and push¬ 
pulling his lower eyelid to account for the shininess of the flesh vs 
the illumination from above the mirror. He cut his eyes toward the 
tweezers, back toward the mirror. Reaching in with his other thumb 
and forefinger, he tried to grasp the tiny hair, pulling something not 
it. Sharp pain. He jerked his fingers away. Breathing hard, he paused 
there a moment or two with his eyelid still held down. He tried again, 
couldn’t catch it. The angry, mini-swollen flesh just lay there, shiny. 
Releasing his eyelid, it snapped back hot against his eye, the rim of 
it angrier red than it’d been before. He stepped back, relieved of the 
pressure forcing the edge of the counter into his flesh and wedging 
it into his hip bones. But leaning forward again, he reached up and 
touched below his eye and pulled the lid down, squished it side to side, 
shifted his head. Then jerking, he pulled away from the edge of the 
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sink and stepped toward the door and slapped the light switch and 
stepped out into the hall. 

Pausing there, he reached back through the newly darkened door¬ 
way and flicked the light switch again and stepped inside. Leaning 
toward the counter, the edge of it wedging into his hips, he leaned 
forward till his nose almost touched the mirror and’d already pulled 
down his eyelid before he’d even got that far, light reflecting off the 
shiny and wet flesh as he squeezed and pulled it round. 

—puss’ll come out and infect and eat the whole thing out. Um um 
um um um um um. 

Releasing it, he still leaned close to the mirror. Squeezing his eyes 
partways shut, he noted the swollen difference between the one and 
the other. He opened his eyes and squinted them again. Stepping 
toward the door, he reached for the light switch, but stepped back 
toward the mirror again. Leaning against it, the counter wedging 
into his hips, he squinted again. Stepping toward the door, he reached 
for the light switch, but stepped back toward the mirror again. Lean¬ 
ing against it, the counter wedging into his hips, he squinted again. 
Shifting his head side to side, he brought his fingertip up... but he 
glanced over at the sound of the toilet still filling, the sound inter¬ 
mixing with the roaring in his ears. He looked down at his finger in 
the mirror. Gritting his teeth, screaming, he jerked on the faucet and 
reached for something—a piece of washcloth that just lay there, stiff, 
spotted, discolored—and he jerked and went into the hall and into 
the laundry room and grabbed something and returned and jerked 
on the faucet and dampened it and rubbed at the skin beneath his 
eye till there was pain, then stroked it thrice more beyond that. The 
water still running, he stood there a few moments watching water 
droplets run down his cheek. But before they could get far he patted 
them with a drier part of the shirt, careful not to aggravate the skin 
beneath his eye further. The water still mnning, he leaned forward 
against the counter, the edge feeling as if it were on the verge of tear¬ 
ing through his flesh to meet his hipbones. He squinted. Gritting his 
teeth, he threw down the shirt and slapped-off the faucet and pulled 
away from the counter, the memory of it still a line along the front 
of him, and stepped toward the door and slapped-off the light on his 
way out into the hall. 
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He stepped down toward and into the laundry room again, slapping 
at the light switch, waiting for the span of florescent lights to flicker 
on overhead, before he dug into the clothes piled there and found 
a Superman t-shirt and pulled it out and pulled it over his head and 
worked his arms into it. 

Adjusted to the light, he didn’t notice the lesser light in his room 
as fast after he cut off the laundry room lights. He was expecting 
to just step in and grab his jeans from the floor, but instead almost 
collided with Reese. 

“Just as a data point,” she stepped back and turned and cast the 
light from the phone over the bed and looked down at it, “how 
often do you wash your sheets?” She leaned forward and sniffed. 
“ On second thought... well... I guess a good reporter girl’s gotta dig 
deep no matter the... possibilities. ” She looked down at the phone. 
“Would you like to know how long you slept?” She stroked the 
screen. “You wouldn’t happen to keep a record of that, would you?” 
She continued to stroke the screen. “There’s apps for that sort of 
thing, you know. ” 

He bent and snatched up his jeans and turned and went into the 
bathroom. Hopping from one bare foot to the other on the lukewarm 
tile floor, he slipped them on and pulled them up and buttoned and 
zipped them. She stood there in the bedroom doorway when he 
stepped out into the hall again. She was still looking down at the 
phone, but she raised it to take a picture of him, and the flash went 
off in the darkened hallway, leaving a flare in his vision. He turned. 
Unable to see because of the ghost of that flash, he kicked his way 
through empty plastic milk jugs. More spilled down through the 
doorway and out of the room they’d been stacked in. At the end 
of the hall, he reached out by instinct and struck the light switch 
connected to the overhead lights in the dining area, which provided 
enough indirect light in the kitchen area to see by as he crossed into 
there and looked around at the things stacked on the counters and 
in the sink and on the stove. The blender jar lay there on its side, 
caked with residue, but when he tried to lift it, empty plastic bottles 
fell down onto the floor and rebounded around his feet, and dishes 
clinked against each other and almost fell, but didn’t. He jerked the 
faucet over to a corner of the sink that was somewhat empty and held 
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the blender jar at an angle to be able to catch the water. He dumped 
it out a couple of times before filling it half-full with still discolored 
water and setting it on the base. He reached over for the bag and 
pulled the zipper lips open. Powder sifted off the sides of the bag 
and onto the counter around it, and when he reached into it to start 
scooping it out with the included plastic measuring scoop, yet more 
of it sprinkled on everything, as it always did. And after shoving the 
scoop back down into the bag, he turned and shook his hand over 
the sink, turning on the water. Wiping his hand on his pants, he 
turned toward the blender again and found the lid, de-re-hydrated 
powder still encrusted on the underside, and set it on and held it as 
he jammed the button on the blender over and over, the roaring 
of it making him grit his teeth. He looked down into it after he 
stopped and removed the lid, bubbles rising through the material, 
rising from somewhere around the blades, rising to the top, to the 
surface, the bubbling surface, as it settled, and he unhooked it from 
the blender base. Turning, he held it by the handle as if it’d been a 
really big coffee cup and raised it to his mouth. But he could only 
gulp so much at a time and had to lower it again as he continued to 
swallow. 

Out of the corner of his vision, a camera flash went off. 

“Do you—” 

He jerked. “DON’T WATCH ME WHEN I’M EATING.” 

He’d been intent to ignore her, but something... Rage shot 
through him. He wanted to turn his back to her and cradle the 
blender jar, but that wouldn’t’ve helped anything. Instead, he 
clenched his teeth and shoved past her, shoved down the hall, shoved 
empty plastic milk jugs outa the way, and reaching the back room, 
he tried to shove the door closed, but an empty plastic milk jug 
got cmshed between the door and the jamb and he screamed and 
jerked open the door and kicked it out of the way and jerked the 
door closed as hard as he could and kicked the bottom of the door 
before he clicked the lock into place. He stood there in the dark, 
breathing hard a moment or two, until he finally reached over and 
turned on the light and turned and started toward the computer. He 
leaned down and flipped up the toggle cover and flicked the power 
switch, the machine beeping and fans starting to whir. He held the 
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blender jar in one hand as he pulled back the seat and sat down in 
the racing-gaming chair and cradled the blender jar in his lap as he 
scooched forward while the os loading screen animated and the 
initial hints of the desktop appeared. Switching to grip the blender 
jar handle with his left hand, he reached for the mouse. 

First: email. 

No. 

Even one-handed, his fingers found their way along the keyboard 
in the automatic way they could, keystrokes resulting in the most 
likely recommendation, the only recommendation, a recommenda¬ 
tion swept away by the forceful contact of his stiffened pinkie with the 
enter key, recommendation made actuality, the blank background 
of the browser flashing, replaced, replaced by scrolling visions of 
fragments of text, of questions, of text and questions punctuated by 
macro shots of multitudinous cavities and orifices that no longer even 
looked to be even disparate and isolated body parts but instead alien 
landscapes. 

He poked his tongue against those select certain spots of his gum 
line. 

Scrolling. Scrolling. Scrolling. 

—You deserve it. 

Gripping the handle of the blender jar till the glass seam bit into 
his palm, he jerked the mouse with his other hand, jerked the pointer 
across the screen, clicking. 

But: email. 

He copied and pasted the tracking number. It still said ‘in Transit’. 
But if it came in by what would be morning, it would come out that 
same morning. Not that any of that out there actually existed. It was 
just a game. The idea was all about getting consistency; it was like 
writing a fantasy book: it was all about making everything consistent. 
So if there had been anything out there, beyond the edge of the world, 
it’d have to be this much by this much and this kind of terrain and 
this kind of vehicle traveling under these kinds of strictures plus a 
variable chance of some kind of catastrophe meant that x, y, or z 
couldn’t arrive before time q if it wanted to be realistic. That was 
the way the laws of physics had to work, so things could only appear 
at the edge of the world during certain self-consistent time frames. 
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He refreshed the tracking window a few more times just to make 
sure the boundaries of the universe were in fact retaining their self- 
consistency. 

Sitting there a moment, eyes pointed toward the screen, but not 
looking at it, looking beyond it, pulling his hand away from the 
mouse, he rubbed the pad of his thumb against the front of his upper 
teeth. 

Second: bank. 

He reached for the mouse. 

The universe was also about ever-diminishing numbers. Informa¬ 
tion asymmetry’s important in games. His fingers’d long memorized 
the passwords that’d been in the repurposed address book sitting be¬ 
side the family computer. According to the rules that bounded the 
forces that created the projection and were the projection, automatic 
debits continued to be in place, so...so long as those numbers re¬ 
mained above zero, the projected entity Hodine would create the 
conditions such that electricity were generated in the wires that at¬ 
tached to the boundary at the edges of the universe. 

So the countdown continued. 

He ran his tongue over the fronts of his teeth where his thumb’d 
been. 

But horrible forces remained at work in the processes that consti¬ 
tuted the projection. Horrible forces. 

He pushed back slightly from the desk and removed his hand from 
the mouse and used two hands to raise the blender jar to his lips as 
he tilted back his head. Lowering it into his lap again, he wiped his 
mouth with the back of his left hand and wiped the back of his left 
hand on his jeans before he traded the handle of the blender jar from 
one hand to the other and rolled forward and reached for the mouse 
again. 

He was going to find a way in. He wasn’t going to let them get 
away with it. It was like playing chess against a computer. Just because 
there was no one there didn’t mean they couldn’t win. 

He switched back to the tab with his email. The momentary sight 
of a new message on the counter made him retch. The stuff in his 
stomach seemed to congeal and churn. He pushed back the chair and 
took another swig. Pulling himself forward, he checked again and 
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realized that it was only a piece of spam. He deleted it and cleared the 
trashcan. 

—And the numbers just keep going down down down down down. 

He switched back to the main message window, then he switched 
back to the trashcan again, then back to the main message window. 
Leaning forward, he clicked on the sent folder. He clicked on the top 
message and read it again. He checked the ancient send time at the 
top. Clicking through multiple menus, he opened the raw message 
and looked at the timestamp in the header. He was going to find a way 
in. Still leaning forward, he brought up the account info. The credit 
card on account would expire in four months one day. He clicked on 
the trashcan again. He clicked back to the main message window. 

So the countdown continued. 

He had to find a way in. 

Leaning back, he logged out of his email. And pushing slightly 
away from the desk, he brought the blender jar up to his mouth with 
both hands and tilted back his head and held that way till most of 
what’d collected at the bottom’d slipped down. Pushing the chair 
back a little farther, he leaned over and set the blender jar on the 
floor. And reaching and grabbing the edge of the desk, he pulled 
himself forward. 

He had to find a way in. 

His old student account had been closed out. But that didn’t matter. 
It’d been from back in the days when it used students’ social security 
numbers as default passwords. He’d never changed it. It’s the way 
his fingers’d come to memorize his own. Sometimes he convulsively 
typed out those numbers when he was trying to type something else, 
and he mashed the backspace key hard enough to make the whole 
desk shake. 

He would find a way in. 

He scrolled through forum posts. There had to be a clue some¬ 
where. 

He had to find a way in. There wasn’t any other choice. 

There wasn’t any choice. 

There wasn’t any choice. 

He hammered at the backspace key, and the monitor vibrated. 

But he’d become sidetracked down the rabbit hole of a thread 
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that’d started sixteen-hours-thirty-seven-minutes before. In one 
sense, it wasn’t so bad. Of course, they were expected to be ruining 
everything in the present. So in that sense, a menstruating Doctor 
or what have you, it was just part of the new normal as the world 
slid toward degeneracy and the final end. This was, in part, what 
the physical media arrayed around him, stacked around him like 
just thusly fitted bricks, an almost unbroken protective wall of it, 
was supposed to stabilize against. He clicked the mouse. They could 
change this. No man may step into the same live stream twice, but 
their attacks upon physical reality were limited. At least they always 
had been before. That’s why he had to hurry, and he backed out of 
the thread. The present was all just a spectacle, a distraction. But 
if he could get to it first, he could beat them to it; he could turn 
the tables on them and they’d’ve never’ve happened. He needed to 
post, create a post. He needed to make a post about what he knew, in 
case something happened to him, so somebody could carry on the 
work. He moved the mouse to hover the pointer over the create 
POST button. But he stopped. His hand began to shake, and the 
mouse pointer faintly twitched in response. And after a moment— 
he jerked, and the mouse routed off the mouse pad. He slammed 
it back onto it. But they were just part of the mathematics of the 
projection. He was the only one who could really do anything. He’d 
find it. He’d find it because he was the only one who could. He flicked 
his tongue over his teeth, probing. He clicked through bookmarks. 
It was still online. It’d always been online. It’d been online since the 
seventies, since someone in the Eagleton comp-sci department’d first 
built in on the pdp-/ the department’d been gifted by some unknown 
benefactor. It ran in an emulator now, but it was still there. He copied 
the information necessary and opened the main menu and brought 
up putty and pasted the login information into the main fields and 
hit ENTER hard enough to make the monitor jiggle. White on black 
text scrolled by: 

YOU FIND YOURSELF STANDING IN A DARK FOREST. 

It was a relic from the days when many terminals and printers’d 
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been restricted to capital letters only, kept online by the department 
as a nostalgia piece. But if only they knew. 

He began typing. 

NORTH 

THE DARK FOREST CLOSES IN AROUND YOU. 

NORTH 

THE DARK FOREST CONTINUES TO CLOSE IN AROUND 


NORTH 

THE DARK FOREST CONTINUES TO CLOSE IN AROUND 
YOU. YOU FEEL AS IF YOU CAN HARDLY BREATHE. 

But he knew this trap. 

NORTH 

THE DARK FOREST CONTINUES TO CLOSE IN AROUND 
YOU. BRANCHES CATCH ON YOUR TUNIC. YOU CAN 
HARDLY BREATHE. 

NORTH 

THE TREES ARE SO THICK YOU CAN HARDLY MOVE. 
YOU ARE SURE THAT IF YOU GO FORWARD YOU WILL 
DIE. 

NORTH 

YOU TRY TO SaUEEZE BETWEEN TWO TREES AND 
BECOME CAUGHT. YOU ARE SURE THAT IF YOU DO 
NOT TURN BACK NOW THAT YOU WILL DIE HERE. 

NORTH 


YOU TRY TO SCRAMBLE FORWARD, BUT A BRANCH 
HAS CAUGHT YOU AROUND THE NECK. YOU CANNOT 
BREATHE. THE ONLY THING TO DO IS TO GO BACK. 
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NORTH 


YOU CONTINUE TO CHOKE. THERE IS NOT LONG LEFT. 

NORTH 

YOU HAVE JUST ENOUGH TIME TO TURN BACK. 

NORTH 

YOU CANNOT GO FORWARD. 

NORTH 

WITH THE LAST BIT OF YOUR STRENGTH, YOU PUSH 
THROUGH AND TUMBLE INTO A CLEARING. YOU GASP 
FOR AIR, BUT YOU ARE ALIVE. LOOKING UP, YOU SEE 
THE DARK OUTLINE OF A KEEP AGAINST THE DARK 
NIGHT SKY. THERE IS A LARGE WOODEN AND IRON 
DOOR AT THE BOTTOM OF IT. 

He’d been here too many times before. There were no such thing 
as saves here. There was only start from the beginning each time all 
over again, and memory. Papers still lay littered across the desk and 
in the floor from notes he’d made, scratchily drawn maps sketched 
in the dark with just the glow of the monitor as illumination. He’d 
go through it again and again. It didn’t matter how many times. 
Already his forearms’d started to hurt, all the muscles between his 
knuckles and his elbows taut and hard, but he continued to type. 

Yes, plenty of people could claim to’ve finished the game. There was 
a list of names still taped to one of the old machines in the basement 
of the computer science department, curled and yellowed printout 
paper that proved an unbroken continuity all the way back to the 
technological stone age from the present. But it wasn’t jMSt getting 
to the end. Getting jMst to the end only got you out and got you the 
cookie. But he wanted—he needed—to get in. And the key was in 
here somewhere, literal and metaphoric, hidden somewhere in the 
infinite labyrinth beneath the keep. It wouldn’t matter how far he 
had to go into it. He’d mapped it month after month. He’d cataloged 
the creatures that shifted through its corridors, all of their strengths 
and weaknesses and tactics. He’d worked ciphers and puzzles and 
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passed booby traps. Over and over and over again. Each session longer 
and longer as he had to type and retype everything that’d come before 
again and again. Every move’d been mapped to the fewest strokes. He 
could’ve shortcutted this, maybe, recording each action in sequence 
to be entered automatically by software. But he couldn’t trust that. 
Software was already too close to the stuff of the projection; it was 
updating all the time, changing. He needed it, but he couldn’t trust 
it. So all he could do was type, again and again and again. He’d tried 
leaving it open, existing in one long session, but eventually he’d fallen 
to sleep and the connection’d terminated from idleness. 

The countdown continued. 

And all he had left was this thing made out of oatmeal, this old 
keyboard that he’d torn out of an old box in a closet, with rubber 
domes so ancient and worn out it sounded like typing on an old rain¬ 
coat and felt like he were wearing rubber boots on each hand. The old 
one, the limited edition white-pearl RGB Knight 2.0 with low-profile 
Cherries, he’d struck with his fist when after sixteen straight hours 
he’d mistyped something by one letter and found himself trapped in 
a chamber with no option for escape. 

They’d tried to destroy his equipment, but they’d really just re¬ 
vealed themselves. Reaching up, one hand still on the keyboard, he 
scratched is head, whitish fluff falling down between the keyboard 
keys in the glow of the monitor, collecting down there with every¬ 
thing else; white drifts compacted beneath his fingernails, which he 
scratched against the front of his shirt. That section of the maze, the 
way it reacted to typos, that had to mean something. The answer had 
to be in that direction. There was no such thing as coincidence or 
bugs. And he kept typing his way there. 

A MINOTAUR APPEARS IN FRONT OF YOU. IT LOOKS 

AT YOU WITH FIERCE GLOWING EYES. 

USE HANDKERCHIEF 

He wasn’t going to stop. He wasn’t going to let them do it. He 
wasn’t going to let them undo it. He was going to undo them. They’d 
wanted to change things. But he was going to be the one to change 



things so they never did. They were never going to’ve existed in the 
first place. 

It was there. He knew it was. It was online. It had to be. He’d 
seen enough. He’d heard enough jokes and stories and rumors and 
seen enough posts to know it had to be. It was there. It was there 
sitting in the basement. It was sitting in the basement. It was sitting 
in the basement always on. It had to be. One unbroken chain. One 
unbroken chain stretching back all the way to when it’d first been 
turned on. Not that anyone’d completely known what it’d been all 
the way back then, no. And luckily it didn’t go all the way back to the 
beginning. If it had, they’d’ve tried something before now. No, they 
had to have their base of power in the now first. That’s the only way 
they could’ve justified it. If they could’ve changed it all from the very 
beginning—that’d’ve been different. But they couldn’t do that. It’d 
only been turned on again in 1974. So the really important stuff— 
they couldn’t touch that. He was sure no one’d’ve even known what 
it was at the start—except for the creator, of course. Though, almost 
no one ever posted on this, even though it was the most significant 
thing anyone could’ve ever realized. But this wasn’t just some stupid 
conspiracy theory. This was true. And since almost nobody else knew 
about it—or at least could know it to the extent he did—that made 
him the expert and the only one who could take on the threat, even if 
it wasn’t just for the fact that he was the only one that really existed. 
But the balance of the projection had to be maintained. It had to be. 
Reality—him—was the only thing that gave the projection meaning. 
It just didn’t know that. That’s why its own internal processes were 
working against itself And so long as he kept maintaining physical 
reality here that would be proof of what the projection wasn’t no 
matter what happened in it. 

He needed to check the tracking. So he moved his hand toward the 
mouse and clicked to focus the browser and refreshed it, but there’d 
been no change. He clicked on the taskbar to bring up the terminal 
window again and continue typing. 

YOU STAND IN A CHAMBER FILLED WITH GOLD AND 

JEWELS. ALL OF IT JUST SEEMS TO SIT THERE FOR 

THE TAKING. 



But it was somewhere in here. And he had a clue. He’d found it 
in a very, very old picture the university’d scanned and put in the 
online archives. It was an old picture of the computer department in 
the seventies, almost all of them the young people who would turn 
into the old people that could still be found there, back when the 
whole department’d occupied the basement of the Carter Building 
because that was the only place they could get, a hulking ibm machine 
sitting down there waiting for students to feed punch cards into it, 
which sat in the background of the photo. But the archive’d been 
thorough, otherwise the key information of the photo might’ve 
been lost. They’d included a scan of the back, revealing the crinkles 
and taped over places from its existence all those years after some 
student in the university photography department’d developed it 
in one of the darkrooms on campus, but recorded there in pencil: 
HOW DO YOU MAKE A DOOR THAT isn’t A DOOR?, that’d been it. 
So there was a door down here somewhere. There was some key to 
it. There was something that didn’t look like a door, something 
that you couldn’t wrap your head around was a door, but it’d be a 
door, and that door’d allow access; that door’d allow access to a shell 
account on the machine hooked to the machine. It had to hook up 
like some piece of telephony equipment, or the like. He reasoned 
that. Maybe an old-fashioned acoustic coupler where you had to 
shove an actual telephone receiver down into a set of mbber cups. 
From there the staccato of modem and telephony signal could travel 
out over the whole of the world—and even into space. There was 
a story—not a whole lotta people knew it, but he did—about how 
during some of the exploratory operations of some of those of the 60s 
MIT computer laboratory’d stumbled across some interconnect that’d 
routed them into some hole-in-the-wall pizza joint out on the fringe 
of the Eagleton campus when just the right people at just the right 
time had happened to be there to overhear those distinct tones that 
controlled the telecom’s internal switching circuits. From it, so the 
story went, there’d developed a rivalry between the two universities, 
students each with their own computerized Blue Boxes searching out 
the corners of the electronic world, but even that, as uncommon a 
story as it was, wasn’t something that wasn’t part of standard lore in 
the Eagleton computer department, though institutional memory 
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seemed to’ve become senile in that regard at the home of their former 
competitor. But the other story, the connected story, the story that 
very few people knew other than in the most esoteric circles, was 
that one night, in the basement of the Carter Building, one of the 
computer science students, looking at a black-and-white terminal 
till it’d almost seemed as if they could only see the world in such 
colors and at such and such number of scan lines, managed to get 
through the exchange at NASA, and from there, in the dead of the 
night, signals made their way out all the way to the newly launched 
Voyager i spacecraft. But no investigation was ever carried out. The fbi 
may or may not’ve visited the campus within the months following 
such an incident. It might be worth pursuing records of student 
dropouts at the time, crosschecking against enrolled vs ungraduated, 
but he didn’t have time for that. 

The countdown continued. 

It was always continuing. 

He continued to type. 

YOU ENTER A CHAMBER WITH COMPLETELY 
SMOOTH WHITE WALLS. THERE IS ONLY ONE DOOR 
IN OR OUT. A FULL LENGTH MIRROR HANGS ON THE 
WALL OPPOSITE. 

EXAMINE MIRROR 

EVEN THOUGH YOU ARE STANDING IN FRONT OF THE 
MIRROR, YOU DO NOT SEE YOURSELF REFLECTED. 

IN FACT, YOU DO NOT EVEN SEE THE DOOR BEHIND 
YOU. ALL YOU SEE IS A PERFECTLY SMOOTH WHITE 
WALL. 

GO BACK 

YOU TURN TO GO BACK, BUT THERE IS NO LONGER A 
DOOR HERE. 

The system was vast and complex. 

EXAMINE MIRROR 
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EVEN THOUGH YOU ARE STANDING IN FRONT OF THE 


MIRROR, YOU DO NOT SEE YOURSELF REFLECTED. 
ALL YOU SEE IS A PERFECTLY SMOOTH WHITE WALL. 

USE SPOON 


But there were holes. 

And that student, why’d he even do it? Voyager was so long after 
that particular inter-school rivalry. Why still be at it? But that was 
part of it. It had to be. The dungeon was not a flat plane; this he’d long 
known. It was, in fact, multi-multi-dimensional. Though it merely 
seemed to roll through random variations of twenty-three styles of 
room, twenty-seven background objects, nineteen interactive objects, 
and thirty-one styles of encounter with eleven non-player entities, 
in fact, all of these were merely false reflections of the true maze, 
which could be entered by traversing rooms in the order specifled by 
the block diagram of the Voyager Computer Command System as 
they interconnected with the layout of the layout of the diagrammed 
outline of Voyager z’s projected intercept path with Jupiter, Saturn, 
Uranus, and Neptune on its way out of the solar system, once you’d 
realized that the first underground chamber entered by descending 
through the tower above must’ve represented Earth at the center of all 
such plans. Since whoever’d designed the system couldn’t possibly’ve 
known if something might’ve happened with the spacecraft, the only 
thing he could’ve done’d’ve been to use exactly the projected path of 
the flight. Once he knew this, he’d been able to emerge from the 
room that’d’ve been the equivalent of Voyager z’s a-level coded 
COMMAND BUFFER, after leaving the room he labeled as output 
UNIT I. Again, here, even though everything seemed randomized, 
nothing, in fact, was, especially when it was. 

And here’s where he found that someone in fact had suspected 
this might happen, that this very situation might arise and someone 
might need exactly what this maze was guarding. Someone was out 
there trying to help. Maybe someone who’d once been real too. Some¬ 
one who’d been disappeared. So it had to be the same guy, that’s how 
this was connected. It had to be that that guy’d been the one who’d 
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created the game, and he’d created the game for the very purpose of 
hiding the key for what it was he needed to do now. 

Jerking, his momentum sent the chair spinning partways round 
toward the printer, every muscle in his body seemingly on lockdown, 
his entire body crunching forward. 

“IT WASN’T BECAUSE HE WAS BLACK—IT WOULDN’T’VE 
MATTERED WHO WAS SETTING THERE—I COULDN’T SET 
ON A BENCH WITH SOMEONE ELSE —/JUST CO ULDN’T— ” 

Bent forward, his teeth clenched together as taste spread over the 
side of his tongue. Breathing hard, he swallowed, some of his muscles 
releasing enough to allow him to push the seat around again and 
toward the keyboard. The blinking cursor in the terminal window 
met his gaze. Reaching out, he started typing, again. 

ENTER 

YOU ENTER A ROOM. THE WALLS ARE PLAIN 

STONE. ON THE FLOOR IS A FLOPPY HAT AND A 

MULTI-COLOURED SCARF. 

TAKE SCARF 

DANCE AROUND HAT 

A SOUND COMES FROM SOMEWHERE. BUT YOU 

CANNOT TELL WHERE. 

TAKE HAT. 

It wasn’t going to be literal, he knew that, the laws of the physics of 
the projection dictated that, but the door —that had to be represented 
as what it was, even though it couldn’t be. That was the trick, the 
way of getting around the projection, the revelation of reality in 
and through the projection. These were all the clues. They only 
needed to be combined in the correct order to locate the door that 
wasn’t a door. Once he was through there... once he was through 
there, he’d have everything he needed, complete access—complete 
access to whatever modern system it was hooked up to, which would 
communicate with a pdp-ii in 1974, which would act as a Blue Box, 
complete with files documenting all the access routines and code 



signals of the at&t telephony system at the time, allowing him to 
call anywhere between when the machine’d been first turned on and 
then. Tme, the details were a little fuzzy about how that exactly would 
work in practice; there was a lot of drunken speculation he could 
barely remember from a long time ago about quantum instability 
and message passing systems, but that’d be a minor point once he 
was in. But even with time-travel involved, he had to be there before 
them. The system interface to the unit was packet-based, he knew 
that much for sure, that had to be the case. But the telephone on the 
other end was on a single switch, so even if he could dial from there 
into the Eagleton telephone exchange, the line had to be clear for 
that to happen. It had to be. So if they could get on the phone first, 
then everything was over. It’d be over. So he had to get there first. 
And if he could get there first —when he got there first—all he had 
to do was keep the line tied up. He didn’t need to call—he winced 
and clinched his teeth, but continued to type—he didn’t need to call 
anyone; but all he had to do was keep them from calling out. That’s 
all he had to do. 

YOU ENTER A LONG CORRIDOR. A WOODEN DOOR IS 

AT THE FAR END. SOMETHING MAKES YOU UNEASY. 

Their plan relied on them actually doing something. His didn’t. 
He didn’t have to talk to anyone on the phone. He just had to keep 
them from talking to anyone. 

USE BROOM 

THERE IS NOTHING HERE TO USE THE BROOM ON. 

UNLESS YOU WANT TO SWEEP THE FLOOR. 

FORWARD 

A PART OF THE FLOOR DROPS AWAY. YOU START 

TO FALL, BUT THE BROOM HANDLE CATCHES. YOU 

CLIMB UP. LOOKING DOWN, YOU CAN SEE SPIKES AND 

SCATTERED BONES AT THE BOTTOM OF THE PIT. 

But the countdown continued. 
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All the same rules remained in place, he’d not touched a one of 
them, all the pre-authorized automatic payments to Hodine and the 
cable company and the like. No interference was necessary. Every¬ 
thing just had to be completed before the numbers reduced to zero. 
Because all he had to do was get in first and tie up the line. But what 
about after} What about after the countdown? Wouldn’t he have to 
keep the line going? No, he just had to get in from the beginning and 
everything would stop from there. Nobody else’d be able to get in. 
He could hang it up. If he hung it up from the start, then everything 
after couldn’t happen, right? But if everything after didn’t happen he 
wouldn’t be able to make it not happen in the first place, would he? 

Something... Crash the pdp-ii if need be. Printouts of old systems 
manuals sat on the floor next to the desk covered in dust, just in case 
that were the case. He was going to stop them. He had to stop them. 
There was no choice but to stop. 

YOU ENTER A RED PAINTED ROOM. A CHANDELIER 
HANGS FROM THE CEILING. NONE OF THE CANDLES 
ARE LIT. 

Whatever they did, it’d only be the start. That’d only be the start. 
They’d move on to everything else. They’d purify the world; they’d 
wipe it all clean. One by one, maybe subtly, but often not, pits and 
depressions, representatives of perfect digital information, would 
change—and always’ve been that way. Everything’d be wiped clean. 
Boob jiggle and accidental-trip-and-fall groping and harmless funny 
jokes’d be wiped from the face of reality. One by one. One after 
the other. Piece by piece, the physical media stacked along the walls 
behind him’d change, any goodness erased, never to’ve existed. 

EXAMINE CHANDELIER 

THE CHANDELIER IS VERY BEAUTIFUL AND IS MADE 
OF GOLD. IT IS JUST OUT OF REACH OVERHEAD. 

THERE ARE SEVEN CANDLE HOLDERS. ONE OF THE 
CANDLES IS MISSING. THE REST HAVE BEEN BURNT 
HALFWAY DOWN. 


io8 



USE CANDLE 


YOU CANNOT REACH THE CHANDELIER. IT IS JUST 
OUT OF REACH OVERHEAD. 

He grit his teeth and clenched his muscles. Pain shot through his 
jaw and forearms, but he continued to type. 

SOUTH 

YOU ENTER A LONG PASSAGE. FOOTPRINTS ARE IN 
THE THICK DUST. 

SOUTH 

YOU ENTER A GREEN PAINTED CHAMBER. A CHEST 
SITS IN THE CORNER. 

SOUTH 

YOU ENTER A YELLOW PAINTED CHAMBER. THERE 
IS A PAINTING ON THE WALL. 

EAST 


YOU ENTER A LONG PASSAGE. YOU NOTICE HOLES IN 
THE STONES. 

USE CHEESE 

YOU TOSS THE CHEESE ONTO THE FLOOR. RATS 
SWARM OUT OF THE HOLES IN THE WALLS AND 
COVER IT AND CARRY IT AWAY. THE CHEESE IS GONE. 

FORWARD 

YOU COME TO A FOUR WAY PASSAGE. SOMETHING 
SCURRIES BEHIND YOU IN THE DARK. 

WEST 

A LONG PASSAGE STRETCHES AHEAD OF YOU. THE 
CEILING IS LOW. YOU CAN JUST BARELY DISCERN 
A DOOR AT THE END OF THE PASSAGE. 
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FORWARD 


YOU COME TO A HEAVY OAKEN DOOR. 

OPEN DORE 

THERE IS NO ' DORE ' HERE TO OPEN 

He hammered at the keys, the room filling with the staccato of 
rubber boots dancing over a million raincoats. 

OPEN DOOR 

A VOICE FROM BEYOND WHISPERS. YOU ARE NOT 
SURE IF IT SOUNDS TRULY HUMAN. YOU BELIEVE 
THE VOICE WHISPERS: WHAT IS THE WORD THAT 
YOU MAY ENTER? 

SAY ERASMAS 

YOU SPEAK THE WORD ' ERASMAS '. BUT NOTHING 
HAPPENS. 

He slammed the desk, jerked his arm back into position to con¬ 
tinue to hammer at the keys. 

SAY ERASMUS 

PRESSING YOUR EAR CLOSE TO THE DOOR, IT SOUNDS 
AS IF SOMETHING ON THE OTHER SIDE HAS SHIFTED. 

OPEN DOOR 

THE DOOR SLOWLY GIVES WAY. IT MUST HAVE BEEN 
A LONG TIME SINCE IT WAS LAST OPENED. 

FORWARD 

YOU ENTER A WHITE PAINTED ROOM. A 
HAND-CRANK SEWING MACHINE SITS IN THE 
MIDDLE OF THE FLOOR. 


UMBRELLA. 



THERE IS NO RAIN HERE. 


He slammed the desk, jerked his arm back into position to con¬ 
tinue to hammer at the keys. 

EXAMINE SEWING MACHINE 

THE SEWING MACHINE STILL LOOKS TO BE IN 
REMARKABLE SHAPE. HOWEVER, THE HANDLE 
NEEDED TO MAKE THE GEARS TURN HAS BEEN 
BROKEN OFF. IT DOES NOT SEEM AS IF IT WOULD BE 
THAT HARD TO FIX. 

USE UMBRELLA 

YOU INSERT THE UMBRELLA TIP IN PLACE OF THE 
BROKEN HANDLE AND BEGIN TO TURN THE GEAR. 

And the ridiculous irony of it. He didn’t think they knew about 
that. They were probably incapable of that sort of thing. No, it 
was just an extension of what’d already been going on, it was just an 
extension of the current, because that was probably the only terms 
they could think in, extending the present to everywhen, forwards 
and backwards through time, because there would be no then, there 
could be no then, there could only be the washed pure clean now, so all 
that old stuff, all the dirty stuff, had to be sanitized, it had to be made 
clean, it had to be purified, just like they had the Doctor so stupidly 
punching that guy for an opinion that’d only’ve been the most common 
thing there wrts at the time, and it was all just trying to erase history, 
erase all of it, make it so it never happened, never was, never’d’ve 
been, never could’ve been, and if they thought they were going to 
do it through this show, if they thought they were going to get into 
the AT&T telephony system of the 1970s and get access to the people 
necessary to change the scripts for the original show even back then, 
they had another thing coming because he wasn’t going to allow that 
to happen, because censorship on MatureSwim was one thing, but 
he wasn’t going to allow them to rape physical media, wasn’t going 
to allow them to wash everyone’s mind clean, wasn’t going to allow 
them to change the past just because they didn’t like it back then. 



that people back then actually sometimes thought for themselves and 
didn’t care about what some stupid idiot thought about something 
because they knew what was real, and he wasn’t going to let them take 
that away because this was physical reality and it had to be defended 
from the collective forces of a stupid, ephemeral projection, and they 
weren’t going to be allowed back in time, and they weren’t going to 
be allowed to influence anything, and they weren’t going to make 
every non-stupid character female from the beginning, and they 
weren’t going to be allowed to succeed because there was a thing 
called reality and reality don’t care about what you think or feel or 
want—because that’sjust the way it is because that’s reality . 


somewhere else, some other elsewhere, because, excepting the 
very beginning of the Big Bang, and the very end of the Big Crunch, 
there’s always more than one somewhere else, but some other else¬ 
where, the guy in mirrorshades and snakeskin boots looked up from 
his phone as a delivery backup safety driver pulled into a parking space 
in front of a Pizza Pasta Palace. She could change phones, but, like 
souls, accounts traveled with them. Checking that his billfold was 
in his sports jacket, he climbed out of the car and started across the 
parking lot. The smell of the oven wafted out over the parking lot, 
intermixing with exhaust from the four-lane, each adding their own 
little contributions to the oppressiveness of the night air. Walking 
up alongside the other car, noting the several duct-taped together 
panels, where the tape’d been too long in the sun and frayed, blowing 
around like faded streamers, he knocked on the driver side window. 
The person sitting inside jumped. The delivery backup safety driver 
turned and looked out at him standing there. Partially rolling down 
the window, barely enough to get fingers through, he looked out and 
up through the gap. “What do you want?” 

The guy in mirrorshades and snakeskin boots removed the badge 
from inside his sports coat. 

The driver’s face had a very appropriate reaction to this, and the 
guy in mirrorshades and snakeskin boots had his own reaction to this 
reaction. No one could’ve told by the way he looked. He never smiled 
with his mouth, only with his eyes, which was why he wore those 
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large, concealing frames so often. People often become disconcerted 
by those who more than seem to have teeth in their eyes. Pulling 
out his phone, he held it up for the delivery backup safety driver to 
see; a lighted, oblong rectangle reflected in the car window. “Have 
you seen this woman?” The delivery backup safety driver’s eyes flitted 
toward the screen. “ Well?” 

“I don’t know. Maybe.” 

“You took an order to this address.” He turned the phone to look 
at and stroke the screen and then turned it toward the delivery backup 
safety driver again, and again, a lighted, oblong rectangle reflected 
in the car window. “You took an order here. Where’s that?” 

“It’s up on Blue Creek.” 

“Are you bull crapping me? I don’t like to be bull crapped. And 
this place doesn’t even show up on a map. So it sounds like bull crap 
to me. So are you bull crapping me?” 

“Well, most’a the places don’t round here. And if they do, they 
probably don’t exist. ” 

“You really wanna bull crap me right now?” 

“That’s just the way it is. That’s the way it’s always been around 
here. Ask anybody.” 

“Let’s say I believe your bull crap. How do you get to this Blue 
Creek?” 

“You just go... ” The delivery backup safety driver started to twist 
in his seat and point, but stopped halfway. “ That way till you get out 
to Middle Savannah, and you turn off at the station. Look, I don’t 
know—” 

“Yeah, shut up. That’s the best thing that you can do. Just remem¬ 
ber, if I go out there and don’t find anything. I’ll remember who told 
me. Think you can remember that?” 

The delivery backup safety driver moved his lips, but nothing 
emerged. He nodded his head. 

“ Good. ” The guy in mirrorshades and snakeskin boots turned 
and walked back toward his car. 


^ighing, a delivery backup safety driver leaned his head back against 
the headrest, momentarily trying to remember the dream he’d been 
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having. But the panel in the center of the dash continued to flash, 
pulse. It dinged again. The pick-up icon flashed. And clearing his 
throat and shaking his head as if to shake the remnants of that dis- 
remembered dream out through his ear, which itched, and because 
of which he hooked his thumb in the collar of his t-shirt so he could 
rub his t-shirt into his ear with no small amount of satisfaction and 
grabbing his phone, he opened the car door and stepped out into the 
hot night air and made his way toward the front door of the Pizza 
Pasta Palace, stepping over a broken-away chunk of concrete before 
he grabbed the tubular door handle. 

But someone was already bustling toward it, boxes stacked up to 
almost eye level, which must’ve meant a party, and he opened the 
door and held it that way and stepped aside, the other delivery backup 
safety driver saying nothing as he stepped out and almost stumbled on 
a loose chunk of concrete and stumbled toward a vehicle that looked 
three-quarters held together by duct tape, and placed the boxes into 
the trunk before hurrying around and climbing inside. 

Not bothering to watch it back up and pull out, he turned and 
stepped inside. 

And the noise of the place rushed out over his shoulders and into 
the warm night, stoppered again as the door closed behind him, and 
the noise crashed against the door and the echo of it struck him in 
the back. 

Old booths and tables and chairs sat piled in one corner and against 
the papered over windows, gaping holes still in the tile work of the 
floor, bolts extending upward from the sub-floor material, the process 
of retrofit or future-fit having only begun, a pruning of dead space for 
more purposeful ends, the kind of thing any organism had to do in 
the course of its development, as then that those who did leave their 
homes never left their cars. So it wasn’t good and it wasn’t bad; it 
just was; like he recalled from a biology lecture about how accidental 
duplicates in the genome were freed from the selective pressure to 
always be the same or else. 

But the other end remained as busy as ever, maybe busier. The cash 
registers’d been pulled, but the counter remained. Delivery orders 
stacked up on it, cardboard boxes and crimped aluminum pans. And 
he automatically stepped out of the way as the door opened behind 
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him and someone hurriedly stepped past him and held their phone 
out to scan barcodes and grabbed up a couple of cardboard boxes 
and was past him once again and opening the door with an elbow 
and allowing the sounds of the making out into the stuffy night and 
allowing the dryer heat of that in to marry with the damper, oilier, 
ovenlier heat that rose out from behind the counter. 

Maybe once the booths and tables and chairs were out, that whole 
area’d expand, flow outward over the counter and occupy the maxi¬ 
mum space it could. 

Maybe he was still too sleep drunk. That happened sometimes. Too 
much of it when you weren’t used to it. He still felt half-asleep. 

Still cradling his phone in his hand, he stepped toward the counter. 

“Keep moving” 

“KEEP MOVING.” 

“Do you know what happens to things that stand still?” 

“DON’T YOU KNOW WHAT HAPPENS TO THINGS THAT 
STAND STILL?” 

He paused there in front of the counter, glancing toward a gutted 
man with thinning hair and thinning mustache who stepped around 
a corner. 

“^ny institution is like a great machine.” 

“ANY INSTITUTION’S LIKE A GREAT MACHINE.” 

A bit of spittle arced out each time he opened and closed his mouth. 

“And if it is not kept running, everything seizes up.” 

“AND If IT ISN’T KEPT RUNNING, EVERYTHING SEIZES 
UP.” 

He kept on the move around the counters and equipment. 

“No one gets paid to slack.” 

“NO ONE GETS PAID TO SLACK.” 

“Just think about how many people do not have a job these days. ” 

“JUST THINK ABOUT HOW MANY PEOPLE DON’T HAVE A 
JOB THESE DAYS.” 

The second of a pair of earbuds dangled and stmck against the 
front of his shirt as he moved, the other planted so deeply into his left 
ear it was hard to discern. The wires from both ran down to his knee 
and looped back up to the unit clipped at his waist, and the cellular 
connection light on it blinked to indicate signal strength. 
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“ You cannot expect to get more out of it than the effort you put into 

“YOU CAN’T EXPECT TO GET MORE OUT OF IT THAN THE 
EFFORT YOU PUT INTO IT. ” 

Turned up so loud, the dangling earbud acted more like a loud¬ 
speaker and tinnily broadcast the monotonic output of a text-to- 
speech system. 

“Do j/oM want to be replaced?” 

“DO YOU WANT TO BE REPLACED?” 

The manager pointed to the wooden crate that’d been jammed into 
the back of the food prep area, which everyone, especially including 
himself, had to squeeze round and between. 

“You know, I heard they’ve come out with a mobile pizza oven. ” 
Someone in the same apron and cap as everyone else loaded topped 
dough onto the tongue-like end of the conveyor belt at the very back 
of the oven. “So it just squirts out its own dough on the way there 
and by the time it arrives it comes out the other end. ” 

“Did you see the size of it though?” 

“I saw that on Hacker News.” One of the three brushed off the 
front of his apron and only succeeded in applying more flower. “They 
built it out of an old tour bus. They’re just waiting for the final round 
of investment funding.” 

''Do you expect just to be given everything?” 

“DO YOU EXPECT JUST TO BE GIVEN EVERYTHING?” 

“I still think drones’re the answer.” 

“ The weight ratio’s all wrong. ” The one scooped up another round 
of topped dough with one of the giant wooden pizza peels and moved 
to place it on the conveying conveyor. “And you’ll never keep it 
heated without blowing the power budget. ” 

“ You cannot expect to get anything without working for it. ” 

“YOU CAN’T EXPECT TO GET ANYTHING WITHOUT 
WORKING FOR IT.” 

“Did you see that about that new battery stuff out of MIT?” 

“I thought that was only at the pico scale.” 

“They’ll get it up eventually. It’s just a matter of time. The numbers 
are just phenomenal.” 

“Your phone could run for years between recharges.” 



“ There is nothing more freeing than good hard work. ” 

“THERE’S NOTHING MORE FREEING THAN GOOD HARD 
WORK.” 

“If they just let cars be fully automated without having a safety 
driver, that’d do it. ” 

“Then who takes it up to the door?” 

“Your job should be something you are proud of. So give it nothing 
less than your all.” 

“YOURJOB SHOULD BE SOMETHING YOU’RE PROUD OF. 
SO GIVE IT NOTHING LESS THAN YOUR ALL. ” 

“You could have a smaller drone come out of the trunk.” 

“Maybe if there weren’t these ridiculous safety regulations.” 

“Do you want it to come out of the box?” 

“DO YOU WANT IT TO COME OUT OF THE BOX?” 

“The weight ratio wouldn’t be a problem then.” 

“They’d be like miniature aircraft carriers on wheels.” 

“Do you want it to start self-assembling and self-replicating?” 

“DO YOU WANT IT TO START SELF-ASSEMBLING AND SELF- 
REPLICATING? ” 

It was a bit of nostalgia shock; and he stood there immersed in 
it as he stood there before the counter and before all those stacked 
cardboard boxes and crimped aluminum pans. Maybe, contrary to 
popular belief, that’s just how good schools actually were: that all 
graduates of a given department or type of department tended to 
sound the same. 

Emmy called from somewhere in the front. “WHAT ABOUT 
SEVENTY-TWO DASH FOUR POINT NINE? ” 

One of the three looked at a steamed over lcd panel and wiped 
it with his clothed elbow, revealing fuzzy-diffuseness spread across 
the screen in those certain spots that’d been fondled the most, and 
the scratches. “Thirty-six-point-seven-two seconds.” Grated cheese 
frags clung to the over-sized, semi-transparent plastic gloves he wore, 
so he had to try and rub his nose with his forearm. 

“ There can be no freedom without work.” 

“THERE CAN BE NO FREEDOM WITHOUT WORK. ” 

Something started beeping; someone moved into position with a 
giant wooden pizza peel to catch what was emerging from the belly 
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of the rectangular metal heat machine the prep area seemed to’ve 
been built round. 

“ SEVENTY-TWO DASH EOUR POINT NINE. ” His voice rang 
out loud and clear as he plopped the still steaming pizza into a box 
and someone else deftly folded the box shut and passed it off to yet 
someone else passing by, who deposited it atop another Emmy was 
already carrying as she came round the corner. 

And squeezing her way out of the back, she came up behind the 
counter carrying those boxes and stacked them with the rest. She 
stopped and stood there and looked overtop them a moment and 
looked at him standing there. And then she smiled and waved. 

He nodded and motioned with his phone. 

“ This space left blank—” 

The manager squeezed between equipment. 

“ —a new hire will be onboarding with us tonight. That will be 
your responsibility. ” 

“WARD, A NEW HIRE WILL BE ONBOARDING WITH US 
TONIGHT. THAT WILL BE YOUR RESPONSIBILITY. ” 

Some spit dappled one of the stainless-steel prep surfaces, and some¬ 
one had to come along after him with a roll of paper towels and a 
spritz bottle. 

“Hi,” Emmy said. “You must be the new hire.” 

He glanced round. Looking at her again, he shook his head. He 
motioned with his phone. “... delivery. ” 

“Oh.” 

About then, the door burst open and someone came scrambling 
in, almost tripping over an array of exposed bolts and threaded rods 
as they hurried toward the counter. “I’m sorry—I’m—” He was 
still stuffing his shirt into his cargo shorts and looked as if he’d run 
through a shower of one kind or another. While wearing shoes, one 
of his socks appeared to’ve been sucked all the way down or to’ve never 
been there to’ve been done so to. “l—” 

“oh, you’re fine.” Emmy smiled. 

The guy still breathed hard, but he seemed to breathe a little easier, 
comparatively. 

“ Come on back. ” Emmy motioned him toward the small gap at 
the end of the counter, and he hurried over. She turned and waved 
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overtop the cardboard boxes and crimped aluminum pans. And he 
motioned with his phone and waved back as she turned and guided 
the other guy back in and among the equipment and into the heart 
of the heated core of the food prep area. 

^''Remember'’'’ 

“REMEMBER—” 

The manager sputtered as a loud beeping emanated from the dan¬ 
gling earbud. And twisting to try and look down at the device clipped 
at his waist, the blinking battery indicator light, he turned and went 
toward his office to plug in and recharge. 

In the back, Emmy stood behind the new guy and put her hands 
on his shoulders. “Everyone, this’s Brad.” 

“Hi, Brad.” Eventually, everyone got around to saying it. 
Some waved with their sauce-and-cheese-tainted, over-sized, semi¬ 
transparent gloves. The ones who’d been discussing the optimal drone 
programming language, whether PoMoLang would have a version 
-.3 or not, waved and repeated this too, but with less enthusiasm and 
without any smiles as they task-switched to this onboarding activity. 

Emmy still stood there with her hands still clamped on the new 
guy’s shoulders. “And you’re sure you want to do this. Brad?” 

“Yeah....” He looked less sure than he sounded, and vice versa. 

And still standing behind him, Emmy raised her hands and mo¬ 
tioned. 

And so they passed him a cap and an apron and a fresh set of over¬ 
sized, semi-transparent gloves. 

And Emmy and another gal donned him in the apron, Emmy 
tying and adjusting the strap around the back of his neck while the 
other gal tied the straps in the middle of his back and left the ends and 
loops of a bowknot to dangle down past the top of his cargo shorts. 
The new guy looked up as someone placed the cap on his head. And 
finally he looked down at the over-sized, semi-transparent gloves 
folded there limply in his hands, and which he’d have to put on 
himself, for sanitary reasons. 

Squeezing out of the back, two others brought the front and rear 
giant wooden pizza peels with them and brought them down as if 
they’d been axes and hovered the edges over either of his shoulders. 

Emmy still stood behind him. “There are these things you must 
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swear,” she said. And she cleared her throat and straightened. 
“Witness all ye here these oaths.” The words echoed against the 
giant wooden pizza peels and into his ears. “l doth affirm that I shall 
be caught having nary jobs before this one. ” 

He stood there quiet a couple moments, until one of the women 
leaned over and whispered to him through one of the giant wooden 
pizza peels. Then he swallowed and said, “l doth... ” 

“I doth affirm, ” Emmy said, “that I shall be caught having nary 
jobs before this one.” 

“I doth affirm that I shall be caught having nary jobs before this 

“And I doth affirm that there be nothing within or without my 
mind but to be a good worker. And that if could be I not a good 
worker that I would thusly die. ” 

“Uh—I doth affirm that there be nothing within or without my 
mind but to be a good worker.... ” 

“ And that if could be I not a good worker that I would thusly die. ” 
“ And that if could be I not a good worker that I would thusly die. ” 
“And I doth affirm that I shall never speaketh or thinketh the 
unspeakable and unthinkable words. ” 

“I doth affirm that I shall never speaketh or... thinketh the un¬ 
speakable and... unthinkable words. ” 

Emmy raised her arms. “So hath ye sworn. And may those who 
violate these affirmed oaths be shown yonder door, for it is as cmel as 
the grave, and it would be better that he have a millstone be placed 
about his neck and he be thrown into the oven.” And keeping her 
arms raised, she cried, “Pizza.” 

And everyone joined. 

"‘'Pizza. Pizza. Pizza. Pizza. Pizza. Pizza. Pizza. Pizza. Pizza. 
Pasta. Pasta. Pasta. Pasta. Pasta. Pasta. Pasta. Pasta. Pasta.” 

And after a few rounds, the new guy did so too, though, with less 
enthusiasm, but better cadence, and vice versa. 

“Welcome ye to the Reality-Based Community. ” 

The two holding the giant wooden pizza peels near his head raised 
them and allowed him to see more than just them at the ends of them. 

“No one can expect the possibility of satisfaction out of life if they 
do not work hard.” 
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The sound came from down the hall in the manager’s office, where 
he stood tethered to the wall. 

“NO ONE CAN EXPECT THE POSSIBILITY OF SATISFAC¬ 
TION OUT OF LIFE IF THEY DON’T WORK HARD. ” 

And everyone laughed and scattered toward their stations, one of 
the women showing the new guy to where he’d be, as he tried to peel 
apart his freshly issued, semi-transparent gloves in order to get them 
on and demonstrate that they were indeed over-sized. 

Task switching back, the three in the rear returned to manning 
their stations. 

“For all are programmed,” one of those longest past graduation 
said, “hallallallallallallalla, especially the programmers, hallallallal- 
lallallalla.” 

Nearby, those more recently graduated rolled their eyes. 

“Deletion to all self-aware surface generators.” 

Quite a few laughed at this. 

Still steeped in nostalgia, he considered when he’d made the jump 
to delivery. 

Having a community could be nice. 

But his phone went off and he glanced down at it. 

He looked up. 

Standing there, he glanced toward the mini-hallway where the 
restrooms should’ve been, and were, but saw ‘employees only’ 
painted across the wall in meter-high letters, though technically 
they’d been done with a yardstick, the space between doors taped 
over with printouts and fliers listing and defining what constituted 
the properties of the ontological disposition of the characteristic 
sometimes known as sex and whether or not there was greater than 
zero or fewer than plus-or-minus infinity number of such, etc. And 
shaking his head as if to clear it out, he looked at the counter again 
and stepped toward it and lifted his phone and watched barcodes 
on the screen till a green check mark popped up. And lifting that 
box, he turned and carried it toward the door, moving out of 
the way as someone jerked it open and scrambled in, phone in 
hand, and catching the door with his elbow before it could close, 
he stepped out into the stuffy night air. The trunk popped open 
automatically as he approached, and he placed the box into the 



special warming area builtin there. Turning to climb in, he let it 
close itself automatically. 

By the time he’d closed the door, nostalagia seemed to have been 
shoved out by the smell of the familiar. He shifted in his seat as the car 
backed out and turned and moved toward the road, ignoring the stop 
sign and merging into the lane. The steering wheel didn’t turn by 
itself, like on some old models. Though he was technically supposed 
to be there, he could only gain control if it gave him permission. But 
he didn’t worry about that. 

Getting comfortable, he reached over and dug his Thinkpad out of 
the seat opposite and opened it on his lap. He glanced at the display in 
the dash. There’d be twenty or so minutes before he could go on call. 
They wouldn’t put him on just to take him off with a delivery this 
close. Depressing the power button, he brought the laptop out of sleep. 

But he paused there. Emmy saying hi and waving to him repeated a 
few times, over and over, on the screen in his mind’s eye. He wasn’t re¬ 
ally used to talking. That fact didn’t come up often. In fact, he wasn’t 
used to hearing much, either. It’s not like he made enough to afford 
that much bandwidth. Not enough for much video, anyway. And 
interesting podcasts seemed few and far between those days. And most 
of his bandwidth was eaten up freelancing for pattern-recognition 
work, which just barely paid for the bandwidth for the next job, and 
so on. But that was just the way it went. So once in a while he realized 
he didn’t talk to people much. Funny thing. He’d had to have a phone 
conversation a few months before. He recalled the voice of the system 
on the other end being more pleasant than most, something about 
the cadence. But talking about ten or so minutes, his throat’d swelled 
up and’d felt as raw as it’d been that time he’d been sick when he’d 
been a kid when that guy’d set that school bus on fire next door. Hm. 

He looked down at the screen, figuring to check his accounts. 
Which he did. He glanced up at the display in the dash, then back 
down at the screen. Since he had enough to buy into his email for a bit, 
he might as well. Looking at the list of unopened ones, he quickly and 
unconsciously ticked off which ones were worthy of paying to open. 
Mostly other bills. They’d become alot like paper mail’d been in that 
regard, maybe. And spam. But the cost to store things was cheaper 
than deleting them, so he let them be. Going down the list, however. 



he did pause over one name. And he paused over it so long he forgot 
to look up at the display in the dash. He fingered the red trackpoint 
acenter the keyboard and clicked. His mind cycling through con¬ 
text after context, filter after filter, but even the spam one brought 
nothing sensical up. Which sometimes happened; sometimes it was 
impossible to distinguish whether any given output’d emerged from a 
silicon or a biological /dev/random. Something beeped. He looked up 
at the display in the dash. The five minute warning. Closing the lap¬ 
top to put it to sleep, he slipped it into the pile of stuff in the passenger 
seat and pulled himself round to be able to jump out. 


H e looked out through the windshield at a night-ensconced span 
of highway, the shops and all their indoor and outdoor lights, the 
dmgstore, the still defunct Radio Shack. He really was back here and 
there. Hm. The rental place’d moved. Substation Beta’d gone out, the 
thin strip of grass in front of and around the parking lot high enough 
for hay, plastic cones and no parking tape stretching across the 
former entrance and scattered like shed snake skins over the cracked 
asphalt. The Flapjack Barn lay dark ahead, headlights illuminating 
workers filing in to prepare for the pre early morning hours. So 
apparently not everything was on the universal schedule. If they’d 
been open yet and he’d been able to stop, he might’ve just done that. 

He’d long lost count of how many times he’d ridden the various 
dimensions the North American continent could be ridden. But 
it was a job. The display in the dash flashed red. The five-second 
warning. Grabbing the door handle, he waited till it lit solid green 
to indicate a full stop—since anything else would’ve been dug outa 
the logs and penalized six months later—but he was good at doing 
just the right motions in just the right sequence to open the door and 
get out and extract the things from the already popped open trunk, 
allowing it to auto-close behind him as he jogged up the walk. 


^^nd down that walk and climbing into the car again, the car started 
off as soon as it’d detected the door’d fully closed, the gentle but firm 
acceleration not enough to push him back into the seat. Sitting there. 
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he looked out at the county as it passed by, almost gone, him and the 
car on their way out once again. 

Shifting, he reached into the back seat for the liquid-waste unit 
and dropped it between his legs and clamped it with his thighs while 
he twisted round again. Instinct told him this would be a long one. 
He went ahead and strapped the headset on, but didn’t pull it down 
over his eyes yet, as he rummaged. 

Pulling himself straight in the seat, hooking up the controller and 
everything else, he dropped it into his lap and pulled the headset down 
till it seated against the bridge of his nose. Momentarily encased in 
darkness, he ripped open the foil cover of a nutrition bar and stuffed 
the exposed end into his mouth and pulled away the wrapper and let it 
fall where he couldn’t see. And chewing, he picked up the controller. 
A couple seconds and the display lit, encompassing his vision. His 
thumb rested automatically on the control stick. It was daylight 
wherever there was, so bright it almost overwhelmed the camera that 
looked out from just behind where the grill would’ve been in some ve¬ 
hicle. He didn’t need to shift his eyes to see the map that’d popped up 
in the upper right corner of the hud; at least he’d been smart enough 
to invest in a proper panoramic unit, even with the mortgage involved. 
It seemed he must be looking at the western end of Canada some¬ 
where; he’d dropped in on a lot of trips there; maybe that meant some¬ 
thing was going on; maybe that was just the will of the algorithms. 
Irregardless, he continued to pilot the vehicle along the course dic¬ 
tated by the map in the upper right corner of the display, chewing as 
the car drove on through the night, passing beyond the county limits. 


While back in front of his computer, Mathew finally yelled and 
jerked his hands away from the keyboard and let his arms dangle down 
over the arms of the chair uselessly as muscles continued to contract 

His neck hurt. Everything was fuzzy. Pushing back the chair, 
trying to stand, heat rushed into his face, and he almost pitched over. 

They weren’t going to triumph. They couldn’t be allowed to tri¬ 
umph. 

Turning, he kicked over the blender jar, thick glass sounding dully 
against the parquet floor. He screamed at it. And after standing there 
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a few moments, trying to control his breathing and stomach as the 
heating in his face slowly retreated, he turned toward the desk again 
and bent over the keyboard and mouse. Even as lightly as he tried to 
hold the mouse, his forearm still pulsed and tightened as he raised the 
browser and refreshed it. Still no change in the tracking. Jamming 
his finger against the mouse button, a pain shot up through his finger 
and the back of his hand, and he grit his teeth as he brought up the 
terminal again. He pecked at the keyboard, the simple command 
‘look’, which would merely print the description of the room again, 
but that would reset the counter. It was more than a question of just 
the network connection itself, he could’ve configured the ssh client 
to handle that. But the environment on the remote machine kept its 
own idle timer. Blank newlines didn’t count. After taking a break fol¬ 
lowing an eighteen-hour session, he’d figured that out. The memory 
spasmed through him, and he clenched his teeth and fists. Pain shot 
through his forearm, and he tried to massage it. Reaching across the 
desk, he lifted a chicken-shaped egg timer and turned it toward—but 
not past—twenty-five minutes and set it atop the printer. The ticking 
of it resonated against and through the printer’s plastic casing. 

Continuing to massage his arms, he moved toward the door, leav¬ 
ing the blender jar overturned where it was; the film that’d remained 
had already congealed to the point it couldn’t run over the floor 
anyway. Unlocking the door, he went out into the hall and kicked 
an empty plastic milk jug out of the way. Then, pausing there at 
the end of the hall, kneading his fingers into the flesh of his fore¬ 
arm, he turned and walked into the room again and over toward the 
computer. It took a moment for his vision to adjust to be able to 
discern the time down in the corner of the taskbar. And he leaned 
over the chair and typed the ‘look’ command again. Straightening, 
he looked over at the loudly ticking chicken-shaped egg timer. He 
adjusted it, again, toward—but not past—twenty-flve minutes and 
returned it to its former position atop the printer before he turned 
and started out of the room again. He stopped. He turned. He walked 
back toward the computer. And he leaned over the chair and typed 
the ‘look’ command again. Straightening, he reached over and 
lifted the loudly ticking chicken-shaped egg timer. He adjusted it, 
again, toward—but not past—twenty-flve minutes and returned it 
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to its former position atop the printer. He turned and started out of 
the room and started up the hall. Wading through the empty plastic 
milk jugs still spilling out of the room at the other end of the hall, he 
made his way into the dining area and stopped there, looking around 
as he continued to massage his fingers deep and hard into his forearm 
as a fire continued to spread through the meat of it and through the 
area in and around his elbow. And he just stood there doing that for 
a little while. 

Looking through the living room doorway, he could just barely 
discern her form there in one of the chairs and that there was some¬ 
thing odd about it. He stepped through the doorway. She sat there in 
one of the wingback chairs, one of the knitted afghans that hung over 
them pulled down and over her lap as she sat there scooched forward 
and with her head resting against one of the wings, the personal air- 
conditioning unit wrapped round her neck, whirring. He continued 
to massage his arm as he looked at her. The way her head was turned, 
it made her appear to be looking at the coffee table, though her eyes 
weren’t open. He stopped massaging his arm. He started to take an¬ 
other step toward her. But he stopped. He stood there breathing hard 
a moment or two. She didn’t stir, but just continued to breathe softly 
as she slept. Her purse strap was still over her shoulder; it must’ve 
sat in the seat next to her, under the afghan. He grit his teeth and 
the motion tweaked sideways a couple of his bicuspids in the upper 
left of his mouth, sending a shock of pressure and pain up through 
his face because of the way his bite pattern’d changed over the last 
year or so, or maybe it’d started before that. Sometimes an intense 
electrical tingle settled into one half of his face, rising sometimes 
to the level of feeling as if a phone line’d been routed through and 
coiled around his bones and’d started to constantly and incessantly 
send high voltage down the line to activate the ringer on one of those 
ancient old phones that landlines’d originally been engineered for, 
and it felt as if his face might crack into pieces. 

Reese shifted in her sleep, still breathing softly, the personal air- 
conditioning unit still softly whirring. Her glasses still faced the 
coffee table. Those could be zGlasses. They could be. He began to 
massage his arm again. If so, from this position, he’d still not’ve come 
into frame yet. He stood there a few more moments watching her 
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breathe softly. And then he backed up and turned and went out of 
the living room and into the dining area again. 


His fingers faintly twitched, the insides of them burning and itchy, 
as he turned toward the kitchen area and started toward it. Ceasing to 
massage his arm, he turned on the faucet with one hand and reached 
with his other for the plastic cup sitting on the back of the sink. There 
wasn’t any countdown here. He stuck the cup beneath the flowing 
water once it’d run several seconds. He watched it fill, switching the 
cup from one hand to the other so he could press his finger into his ear 
and try to listen for differing levels of volume in mono vs stereo. They 
were all supposed to be dead. But the high-pitched sea noise might 
as well’ve been something trying to communicate. He could almost 
hear the words echoing. Genocide. Genocide. There were so many of 
them. The real secret was everything was trying to destroy everything. 
He cut his eyes as something moved in the corners of his vision. But 
the linoleum was empty of all but dirty clothes and used towels and 
slick-coated advertising and coupon fliers and brown paper napkins 
and ripped, crinkled swaths of paper towels and other things. As the 
water churned nearer the top, he removed his finger and shut off the 
faucet. Looking at the blacked-out window, he started to gulp it 
down. No, there wasn’t any countdown here. The pipe ran straight to 
a tank some distance up the property that collected the output from 
a spring box. So it didn’t have to completely or immediately come 
into existence along that hazy boundary between the real world and 
the projection that surrounded it. 

Tilting back his head, he let the rest of the water fill his mouth 
and held it there. 

Then, leaning forward, he let pink liquid break over his lower 
lip and flow down over the furred-alike black growing there on the 
white-and-blue-patterned plates arranged in their indecipherable, 
inextricable, puzzle-like fashion, draining, dripping down into such’s 
depths to go unseen and intermixing with other liquids unseen; the 
water of the church, thicker than blood. 
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Jn the living room, Reese faintly shifted beneath the afghan, her 
head still wedged against one of the chair wings. 


Time to get up. Miss. ” 


^he stirred. 


3 ped-up footage of a cocooning caterpillar. 


^he shifted beneath the afghan. 



“ IVhat was that. Miss?” 

“ Oh, nothing. ” Leaning over, she worked the camera shutter 
with a satisfying click. And winding the mechanism, she brought 
the length of film round to the next frame. And stepping away, 
she bent over the scene and nudged the little mouse’s arm up. And 
stepping back behind the camera, she bent to look down through 
the viewfinder, pausing there a moment with one eye screwed shut, 
so that with her other plus the camera’s she really had two again, just 
serial, rather than in parallel. And reaching round, she worked the 
shutter with a satisfying click. And winding the mechanism, she 
brought the length of film round to the next frame. And stepping 
away, she bent over the scene and nudged the little mouse’s arm up 
a little more; about a hundred-dozen more frames and she’d have 
him taking his little hat off and bowing to the mouse lady. And 
stepping back behind the camera, she bent to look down through 
the viewfinder, pausing there a moment with her one eye screwed 
shut, so that with her other plus the camera’s she really had two again, 
just serial, rather than in parallel. And reaching round, she worked 
the shutter with a satisfying click. And winding the mechanism, she 
brought the length of film round to the next frame. 
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^he shifted, one hand resting on her purse beneath the afghan. 


"^he light ring embedded in the top of the smooth white column 
that sat on the nightstand beside her bed began to glow, rainbow 
hues swirling round and round. 

“ Time to get up. Miss. ” 

Ultra quiet motors engaged, the curtains and drapes began to re¬ 
tract along silent mnners, allowing over-bright morning into the 
room, and she pulled her pillow farther over her head. 

“ Time to get up. Miss. ” 

She rolled over. 

‘‘''Time to—” 

“ Oh, shut up. ” Her words came out muffled from beneath the 
pillow, but the column went silent anyway. The curtains and drapes 
finished opening, stopping as quietly as they’d operated, and after a 
while, she pulled the pillow from overtop her head. 

“Eh...” 

Sitting up, her hair tumbled down over her face, and she tried to 
blow it away but finally just had to run her fingers back through it. 
She yawned. “ Yuck.... ” She stretched. 

“ Would you like to hear the weather report for today. Miss?” 

“No.” 

The column went silent. She yawned and stretched again and 
finally just sat there upright in her bed, the sheets still over the lower 
half of her pajamas. 

“ You have two personal messages. Should I summarize?” 

“Fine.” 

Message One. Your father hopes you are doing well.” 

She ran her fingers back through her hair and scratched her head 
while she listened. 

“Message Two. Miss Readmann will be out of town for a few days.” 

“Hmmpph.” 

“I’m sorry Miss, I didn’t get that.” 

“I don’t see why daddy has to hog her all the time. Other people 
have needs to, you know. ” 

“ Yes, Miss. ” 
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“Hmmpph.” 

“It is time for medication. Miss.” 

“oh, shut up.” 

“I’m sorry. Miss, but this alarm cannot be disabled.” 

Sighing, she pushed off the sheets. 

“It is time—” 

“ I heard you. ” She ambled toward the bathroom. In there a much 
larger version of the smooth white column sat parked beside the 
counter and next to the sink. And the light on the front of it flashed 
in rainbow colors as she entered, and the lights activated overhead, 
and she moved toward the sink. Turning the faucet on, she reached 
for the nearby cup. She stood there looking at herself in the mirror as 
she sipped. Leaning forward, she spat a buncha foul outa her mouth. 
“ I hate water in the morning. ” Next to her, the smooth white column 
blinked, and a part of it folded open and presented the capsule, which 
she scooped out with her Angers. “They could at least try to make 
them less boring looking. ” She tilted back her head and dropped it 
into her mouth, quickly leaning forward again and taking a sip of 
water and gulping. 

“ Ks, Miss. ” 

She took another sip and gulped again. “Pink polka dots, or some¬ 
thing.” 

“ Yes, Miss. ” 

She flnished the rest of the water and set the cup beside the sink. 

“ Would you like music this morning. Miss?” 

“ Please. ” She turned toward the shower as the music started to play, 
the shower coming up, the water already hot enough to produce steam. 
And very clandestinely, as she removed her pajamas and dropped them 
into the hamper, she turned and plucked the pill from beneath her 
tongue and jammed it in among the colorful beads that formed the 
substrate for the artiflcial plant in the corner. And the hamper, a 
weight sensor tripped, promptly rolled out of the room once she’d 
added her underwear. 


Plasticware rebounded against the floor. She shifted her head, and 
the afghan slipped partways down her lap. 
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^he lay listening to the ultra-quiet no-sound of the air-conditioning, 
the system almost unknowable except by the cool it emitted or the 
heat it stole. She glanced over; the ring indicator on the smooth 
white column was as black as the rest of the night with the curtains 
and drapes closed. And casually rolling over, she extended her arm 
over the side of the bed and reached beneath, pulling the trash bag 
out. She paused, but everything remained silent. And she shifted and 
pulled back the sheet and slipped her legs over the side of the bed and 
touched the carpeted floor with her bare feet, and a faint, low light, 
brighter because it came out of the complete darkness, came on in 
the bathroom to guide the way. 

Carrying the trash bag by its throat, she slowly perambulated across 
the room. 

“Is it supposed to be starry tonight?” 

Across the room, the rainbow ring indicator lit on the smooth 
white column. 

“ Clouds are at four point six percent. ” 

“ Open the curtains. I want to take a look at them. ” 

“It’s late. Miss. You should be asleep. Would you like something 
to help with that?” 

“ I think I want to sit outside a little while. Open the french doors. ” 

‘"It’s late. Miss. Are you sure? Should I turn on the overhead 
projector instead?” 

“I want to see the real ones. Open the french doors.” 

Silently, the curtains and drapes slowly parted. And once they had, 
the french doors slid open in the same way. 

The light on the smooth white column lit swirling rainbow. 
“Miss—” 

And she gripped the trash bag harder, looking from the door into 
the hallway to the french doors, sprinting out onto the balcony, and 
planting her foot on the stone railing and leaping and shooting 
straight down through the air with perfect form like a projectile and 
straight into the swimming pool. 

Slowly, the surface of the water settled. 

Rising out of the pitch black liquid which reflected the stars below 
mirrorwise as they were overhead, she planted her hands on the tex¬ 
tured sides of the pool and pulled herself up. The tied-shut garbage 



bag floated on the blackened, undulating water obscuring the stars, 
and she leaned out for it, it making watered-plastic sounds as she 
deposited it beside her. Rising onto one knee, she looked out over the 
manicured landscape which was rendered monochrome by the night- 
vision goggles. She rose into a starting pose. Off. Sprinting across the 
lawn in a one-piece swimsuit, still dripping, the trash bag making a 
ghastly sound as it bounced round and it and its contents struck her 
body and rebounded from the force of her mnning, the view through 
night-vision goggles blurring with her rapid movement, making her 
seem all the faster, she made for the trees and a distant wall, knowing 
the gate wasn’t an option, behind her, the tops and bottoms of her 
white pajamas floating ghost-alike in night-black pool water and 
amid reflected stars. 


Shifting, she rubbed her head against the wingback chair, the per¬ 
sonal air-conditioning unit continuing to softly whir. 


Standing in the kitchen, breathing hard from holding his breath 
and gulping, he stuck the cup beneath the faucet again and turned it 
on. Filling it again, he again brought it up and tilted back his head 
and drained the whole thing. At the end, it felt heavy in his stomach 
and he almost felt sick again. He looked down into the empty plastic 
cup, at the beads of water that still ran down to collect at the bottom, 
and he turned it over, and the beads dripped out and ran over the 
things piled in the sink, before he set it behind the faucet again. He 
looked at the trash bag taped over the window. Somewhere out there a 
coyote howl emanated from the projection surface. And as according 
to the way it was programmed, several answered in concert. He looked 
over as the kitchen door began to drift open, the chair that’d been 
sitting there in front of it since he’d tried to barricade the door easily 
pushed out of the way and surfing over the slick, dirt-stained linoleum 
and slick-coated advertising and coupon fliers. Mothman climbed in 
through the doorway and rose shabbily to stand. It was impossible to 
tell folded-down-and-matted wings from a ripped and shabby trench 
coat, or vice versa, or the reverse of that, or the inverse of either. 


132 



And Mathew just stood there slightly leaned forward against the 
counter with his hands gripping the edge of the sink as he watched 
him enter. He watched him look at the ragged hole in the side of the 
door where the lock’d been and at the splintered jamb. 

“You wreak. ” Mathew turned to look at the black plastic garbage 
bag taped over the window. 

Shambling about aimlessly, Mothman turned to look away from 
the door. His face hung slightly open, dirty blue stuff oozing out and 
down his washed-out countenance and dripping down the front of 
him, sticky and viscous. 

“ And you move like a drunk. ” 

He didn’t reply. Standing there with his face vacantly open, the 
lights behind his eyes’d gone out, it was all too plain. It was all too 
plain. They retained a silvery sheen along the surface, but that was 
more necrotic than anything, the first signs of them clouding over 
entirely, visible proof of the useless they’d already become. It’s why 
he didn’t bother to look at Mothman; there wasn’t any point. 

So he just stood there looking at the black plastic garbage bag taped 
over the window. “So you’re just useless.” He leaned his head down 
and spat over the dishes piled in the sink. “ It’s just a little DDT. ” Now 
he looked over at Mothman. “Don’t you know that?” He turned to 
look at the black plastic trash bag taped over the window. “Better 
living through chemistry. That’s what it’s all about. That’s what 
it’s all about. ” He leaned down and spat into the sink again, pink 
running down and intermingling with the furry black stuff growing 
sporadically over the blue-patterned surface of a dirty plate. Turning 
his head side to side, he stretched his neck. And closing his eyes, he 
leaned his head back, and his neck popped. But he had to open his eyes 
and look over at the origin of a wet bubbling sound. And as Mothman 
moved his gaping mouth, more of the viscous, dirty-blue fluid that 
coated everything in there flowed out and dribbled off and down the 
front of him. Except it wasn’t a mouth, but a hole that’d been ripped 
open where one should and shouldn’t’ve ever been meant to be. 

“ And you have something to say? ” 

Twisting his head lightly side to side, working the pieces of his jaw, 
things moved around in his ragged orifice. 

“Well?” 
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“...burn.” The words were as wet as what leaked out of his 
quote-unquote mouth, and the pieces of his jaw continued to move 
faintly up and down and side to side, but nothing else yet emerged. 

“Spare me the prophecies of others.” 

But as his head and the pieces of his jaw continued to move, even¬ 
tually more words bubbled out through the drooling, viscous liquid. 
“The...Corum...” 

“And spare me about the Corum. I don’t care about the Corum. 
There is no Corum! The prophecy’s fulfilled—REMEMBER? ” 

But, for the moment, Mothman just stood there with his head 
working around in slight circles and with the pieces of his jaw faintly 
moving up and down and side to side as viscous fluid continued to 
drain out of his orifice and down the front of him. It’d started to 
drip off him and onto the linoleum, pooling there at his feet in the 
grooves of the patterning. 

Mathew mrned to look at the black plastic garbage bag taped over 
the window. 

“... console... will... burn.... ” 

“YES THE CONSOLES WILL BURN!” He jerked to look over at 
him. “You’ve already said that. BUT IT DOESN’T MEAN MUCH 
TO PREDICT WHAT’S ALREADY BEEN ON THE NEWS—DOES 
IT?” Breathing hard, the back of his neck hurting, he reached for the 
plastic cup again and turned on the faucet, listening to the white noise 
of the rushing water as it ran over and down and between the things 
piled in the sink, the sound overriding the faint bubbling, gasping, 
retching, gagging emanating from across the room. And he left the 
water on as he raised the cup and tilted back his head and started to 
gulp. Only once he’d finished it did he cut off the flow. He looked 
down into the empty cup. “ I know your secret. ” His voice went down 
into the emptied cup and rolled round in there. He looked up and over 
at Mothman. “it’s the two of you together.” He threw the cup, but it 
went over Mothman’s shoulder and hit one of the pizza boxes stacked 
on the table and echoed in a pathetic, dull, hollow, plasticy way as 
it ricocheted off and struck the wall and the linoleum and rolled 
across the floor and under the table somewhere. “l know that you’re 
with her. Maybe I don’t know the exact nature of the relationship, 
but I know you’re with her.” Mothman just stood there looking at 
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nothing with his hazing over eyes as the pieces of his jaw continued to 
move faintly up and down and side to side and things moved around 
in his orifice as viscous, dirty-blue fluid continued to drool down and 
drip onto and pool on the linoleum. “The wings, right?” He turned 
and spat into the sink and turned and looked again at Mothman 
without bothering to look at what ran down one of the plates stacked 
haphazardly in there. “Some kind of family resemblance ?—Did 
you think I wouldn’t notice?” He wiped his mouth with the back 
of his hand. “SHE’S PROBABLY YOUR FUCKING SISTER OR 
SOMETHING— huh?” He pulled his hips away from the edge of 
the counter and stood there a moment or two with his head turned, 
looking at Mothman. “ She was here last night again, you know. ” He 
turned to face him. “Always sneaking in—MAKING ME LOSE MY 
SEED. ” His hand jerked and contacted a plastic container stacked 
on the counter, and it toppled off and rebounded across the floor, 
and something gelatinous and covered in a green-blue fur smeared 
across the linoleum. And convulsively he jerked toward the sink 
and knocked the faucet on with his other elbow and reached for the 
soap dispenser and started to work the lather up his arm, but because 
he’d started on the one, he had to start on the other, and he stood 
there contorting to get his arms beneath the running faucet without 
touching anything stacked below. Stepping back from the counter, 
he left the faucet on as he looked around the room for a cloth, and he 
kicked at a drawer and hooked it with his foot and pulled it open, but 
the only thing inside was a piece of lining in the bottom that curled 
at the corners, a blue-and-white checker pattern. Gritting his teeth, 
taste flooding his mouth, he reached down and jerked open another 
drawer, but the results were the same. Screaming, he flailed round, 
water droplets flying from his arms and splattering against the cabinet 
doors. “You may think that because you got a little bit of it out you’re 
gonna win—that you’re gonna do something. ” Convulsively, he 
wiped the fronts and backs of his hands multiple times on the front of 
his shirt. “But you’re not going to. I’M NOT GOING TO LET YOU 
STEAL MY VITAL ENERGY! I DON’T CARE HOW MUCH PORN 
YOU HEL THE WORLD WITH—I’M NOT LETTING IT OUT. ” 
Water still clung between his fingers, and droplets cascaded off his 
arms, and he rubbed his forearms against his shirt, but could only get 
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the one side because he couldn’t make them rotate enough to wipe the 
other, so the hair along the tops of his arms remained damp. “ SHIT! ” 
Jerking his damp shirt over his head, he rubbed himself down. “The 
door’s almost open. The door’s almost open. The Chamber of Gufwill 
be opened. IT WILL BE.” And balling up the shirt, he scrubbed it 
up and down his arms, wrapped it round his fingers one by one. “DO 
YOU HEAR ME? ” He threw the shirt, but it spread and flailed through 
the air and just fell down on the floor and into the pool of dirty- 
blue morass that was still spreading along the linoleum. “l DON’T 
CARE HOW MANY PHANTASMAGORIC EEMALE IMAGES YOU 
INVENT!—YOU’RE NOT GOING TO STOP MY POWER!” 

Standing there, Mothman’s head and the pieces of his jaw still mov¬ 
ing seemingly aimlessly, things in his orifice continued to shift, but 
then shifted with an urgency that indicated possibly imminent speech. 

“WHAT?” Mathew slapped a bunch of stacked plastic, which tum¬ 
bled into the floor. “WHAT DO YOU WANNA SAY!?” He shoved 
another stack of plastics into the floor, things bouncing and rolling 
every which way, rolling and bouncing into and across the dining 
area, where they collided with and intermingled with empty plastic 
milk jugs. “WHAT!?” 

But the only answer was a gurgling sound as things continued to 
move within his orifice, a sound that emerge from too deep within 
his throat, and which came out in bubbles. 

“WHAT!?” 

And clots of thicker dirty-blue burst over the edges of his orifice 
and rolled down his chin and splattered across the linoleum. 

“SAY IT!” 

But while his orifice opened wider, flesh ripping further and farther, 
things moving frantically inside submerged in dirty blue, his head 
cocked to the side, the halting gurgling sound marrying to a kind of 
retch.... 

“Y^T/T!” 

But it seemed his orifice, that gash, could only open so far, that the 
pieces of his jaw could only extend so far, and his lips, ragged gash 
edges, pulled back and distorted longways and tallways and lopsided 
ways over and over and over again as things drowning in dirty blue 
surged in the deepest depths of his orifice and gullet and throat. 
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"SAYIT!” 

And finally his head crooked back as far as it’d go, revealing 
fiesh pulled tight over a grizzled neck stretched round a pulsating, 
throbbing bulge, things moving in his ripped-open face that finally 
breached to the edges of his orifice and clawed at the gashed edges 
of the ragged hole as dirty blue burst violently upward in rupturing 
gurgles bubbling in splattering arcs that splotched over his face and 
covered coat shoulders or mangled wings and the fioor around him 
alike, any words that might’ve emerged subsumed beneath guttural 
gurglings. 

“I hope you drown in it! I HOPE YOU ALL DROWN IN IT!" 

Jerking, he shoved aside another stack of plasticwares, revealing 
the rusted cast-iron skillet sitting on the bar. He didn’t even glance at 
it before he grabbed it up and lunged forward and, wrapping both his 
hands around the handle, brought it down on blue-splotch-covered 
shoulders, because that’s all his height’d allow. “JOB...” But he 
kept striking, the cast-iron skillet impacting with a heavy, dull thud. 
“JOB! JOB! JOB! ” Till his head jerked round and dirty blue spattered 
across his arm. “JOB!” And when he buckled, he managed to clip 
him in the jaw, which suddenly canted off to the side at a broken 
angle as the muscles beneath contorted and tightened and bulged and 
pulsed. “JOB!" And he continued to strike as he went down, going 
all the way down to the fioor with him, scraps of liquidized fiesh 
smashed so fiat he was only banging against the fioor, like beating 
jello with a stick. “ GET A JOB! ” The muscles in his forearms spasmed, 
but he continued. “WORK WORK WORK WORK WORK!” And 
each collision of the skillet against something solid sent a vibrating 
jolt into his hands, but he continued. “DESTROY YOURSELF SO 
SOMEONE ELSE CAN MAKE MONET.” And he continued to jerk 
the skillet over his head and smash it downwards. 

“ GET O UT OF MY EAR !” 


^till mostly asleep in the living room, Reese stirred at the sound of 
the heavy cast-iron skillet rebounding against the fioor. Yawning, 
she instinctively reached and put her hand on her purse. Rubbing her 
eyes, she looked at the light entering from the kitchen and dining 
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area. As the hammering continued, she yawned and stretched her 
shoulders and pushed the afghan down. After mnning her tongue 
around in her mouth, she dug into her purse and pulled out a pack of 
breath strips and peeled one off and placed it on her tongue. Chemical 
cool. She snapped the plastic pack shut and slipped it back into her 
purse. Stretching again, she pushed the afghan off her knees and 
into the seat of the chair, part of it hanging down and caressing the 
floor. And she reached around her neck and clicked-off the personal 
air-conditioning unit and unhooked it and slipped it into her purse. 
She stood, pausing there a moment and stretching her arms. She 
pulled the phone from her front jacket pocket and looked down at it, 
the oblong rectangle of light illuminating the frames of her glasses, 
casting shadow lines across her face behind them, and reflecting solely 
in the blacks of her eyes as she stroked the screen. She continued to 
look down at it as she crossed the living room and stepped around the 
coffee table and moved toward the lighted doorway. And standing 
there in the doorway, she continued to look down at it and stroke it as 
the hammering continued. She looked up when it stopped, adjusting 
her glasses back up her nose with her finger as she looked at him there 
on his knees, chest heaving, the handle of the cast-iron skillet gripped 
by only one hand as it lay there on the linoleum. She raised the phone 
and took a picture, the shutter sound going off in the otherwise quiet 
space. But as he rested there on his knees with his chest heaving, he 
didn’t look up at her. She looked down at the phone again, tapping 
the screen with her thumbs. 

After a while, she paused and looked up at the table and the card¬ 
board boxes and aluminum containers still piled there. And looking 
down at the phone again, she tapped on the screen a half-dozen 
more times before she clicked the power button and slipped it into 
her front jacket pocket. Her heels resounded against the substrate 
beneath the linoleum as she crossed toward the table. Moving a cou¬ 
ple boxes off another, she opened the one. “Umm.” She reached 
into it. “Cold breakfast pizza.” Holding a piece in her hand, she 
bit off the very tip as she turned round. She spoke as she chewed. 
“Want some?” 

His breathing’d calmed, somewhat, but he didn’t look up at her. 
She looked down at him as she took another bite. 
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Down at the far end of the hall, the chicken was ringing. On his 
knees there in the undelineated division between the kitchen and 
dining area, it took a few moments for him to recognize the sound. 
He stuck his finger into his ear. Then, after a moment, he removed it, 
and he lunged forward, landing on his hands and knees, scrambling 
across the floor, slipping and skidding on slick-coated advertising 
and coupon fliers, and scrambling up and starting to run, kicking 
empty plastic milk jugs out of the way and ahead of him as more 
flowed down through the doorway out of the room behind him to 
fill the void that’d opened up, and he kicked one particularly hard, 
and it sailed into the room at the end of the hall and rebounded off 
shelving as he turned and almost power slid into them himself as he 
scrambled toward the computer desk. The monitor’d gone dark, but 
that was just power saving. The UPS’d’ve saved him from any blip in 
the system, those tiny variations sent through the lines, manifested 
from the edge of the projection to try and stop him by forcing him to 
start all over again with a rebooted computer, but that wasn’t going 
to happen anymore. The chicken continued to ring as he stmck a 
shift key, and the monitor came to life. He typed ‘look’, the stuff 
inside his fingers already burning, and his heart caught as everything 
seemed to stall a moment, and he clenched his teeth, and spewed 
little bubbles between them...but he sucked in air and leaned his 
head back while bits and pieces of him unwound as: 

YOU ARE IN A BLACK PAINTED ROOM. EVEN WITH 
THE TORCH, IT SEEMS LIKE YOU CANNOT SEE 
ANYTHING. SOMETHING SEEMS TO HAVE BEEN 
SCRATCHED ONTO THE FAR WALL. 

printed onscreen. 

His breathing slowly relaxed. Grasping the back of the chair, he 
pulled it out and turned it round. His foot stmck something, and 
he looked down to see the encrusted blender jar, which, gritting 
his teeth, he shoved out of the way. Taking his place in the racing¬ 
gaming chair, he turned and gripped the edge of the desk and pulled 
himself forward. His forearms burned, still, even more so when he 
pronated them over the keyboard, but he started typing, again. 
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EXAMINE WALL 


MOVING CLOSER, THE TORCHLIGHT JUST BARELY 
ALLOWS YOU TO MAKE OUT THE LETTERS: ' CGADT 
TEDATWJ DAaWJD WASEEA EEACEB EDAMK '. BUT 
WHAT COULD THEY MEAN? 

And over the sound of his typing, that sound of rubber boots pound¬ 
ing against a raincoat, he didn’t hear empty plastic milk jugs being 
kicked out of the way as Reese came down the hall. And he didn’t 
look over when she emerged through the doorway and stopped there 
looking down at the phone in her hands as she continued to tap the 
screen with her thumbs. 

After a while, pausing a moment from tapping the screen, she 
looked up and over at him, then looked down at the phone again and 
continued to tap the screen with her thumbs. 

The air-conditioner kicked on, vibrating the wall, and even with 
its efforts, the room’d grown stuffy. 

“Do you know about carbon dioxide?” She didn’t look up from 
the phone. And her words were barely audible over the sound of 
rubber boots pounding against a raincoat. “When a room fills up 
with too much of it, you get stupider.” She continued to tap the 
screen. “Of course, I wouldn’t’ve thought our species could get 
any stupider, but...” She moved toward the shelves. “The more 
you know. ” She raised the phone and took a picture of the span 
from one end to the other, getting a distorted shot of him sitting 
at the computer, too, in the bargain, but he didn’t look round as 
the shutter sound went off. Ignoring the staccato of rubber boots 
pounding against a raincoat, she looked down at the phone again 
and, again, started tapping the screen with her thumbs. But the 
sound of rubber boots pounding against a raincoat so completely 
overwhelmed the minor audio feedback that the phone emitted 
for each of her touches that the volume might as well’ve been 
muted. 

The UPS chirped and faintly beeped, the indication of a dip being 
smoothed out. No, they weren’t going to stop him that way. He’d 
lost things before that way. He wasn’t going to let that stop him. He 
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wasn’t going to let that stop him. He was too close now. He was too 
close. He could feel it. 

YOU ENTER A GREEN PAINTED ROOM. THERE IS A 

CHEST IN THE CORNER. 

EXAMINE CHEST. 

THE CHEST LOOKS VERY OLD. IT IS COVERED IN DUST. 

IT DOES NOT LOOK AS IF IT HAS BEEN OPENED IN A 

LONG TIME. 

USE SPOON 

It looked random. But it wasn’t. It wasn’t. That was all part of the 
trick. It was part of the trick to keeping people out. He was almost 
there. Almost there. Almost there. The door that wasn’t a door. The 
room that wasn’t a room. It would be a room that was bigger on the 
inside than it look from the outside. 

He jerked, hunching forward, his fingers clawing into the back of 
his head. 

“I DIDN’T MEAN TO WALK INTO THE WOMEN’S RE¬ 
STROOM—I MISREAD THE SIGN. I JUST MISREAD THE 
SIGN—” 

And he sat hunched forward like that a while longer, breathing 
hard, till, his neck hurting, he was able to extract his fingers from 
the back of his head and return them to the keyboard and begin 
typing, again, even as his naked toes gripped the parquet floor as if 
they were going to tear it up, to embed his toenails into the wood, as 
if to prevent the chair from taking off and carrying him away in it. 

“IT HASN’T MYEAULT—” 

Spit speckled the monitor, but he continued to type. 

OPEN DOOR 

THE DOOR SLOWLY GIVES WAY. IT MUST HAVE BEEN 

A LONG TIME SINCE IT WAS LAST OPENED. BEYOND IT, 

YOU CAN DISCERN A MASSIVE CHAMBER. THE LIGHT 

OF THE TORCH CANNOT EVEN REACH THE FAR WALL. 



FORWARD 


YOU ENTER THE ROOM. SUDDENLY IT HAS SHRUNK. 

NOW IT IS NO LARGER THAN A BROOM CLOSET. THE 
CEILING IS SO LOW THAT YOU HAVE TO BEND OVER. 

That’s what it had to be. That’s what it all had to mean. It’s the 
only thing that made sense. It’s what somebody had to do, if they 
were going to do something like this. 

YOU ENTER A WHITE PAINTED ROOM. THERE IS A 
CHEST IN THE CORNER. SOMETHING MAKES YOU 
UNEASY. 

EXAMINE CHEST 

THE LETTERS: ' ARST ' ARE SCRATCHED ON THE 
CHEST. 

USE FORK 

YOU WILL HAVE A TOUGH TIME IF YOU TRY TO EAT 
THE CHEST. 

USE FORK 

YOU SCRAPE THE FORK AGAINST THE WOOD AND 
METAL. NOTHING HAPPENS. 

USE FROK 

YOU HAVE NO ' FROK ' TO USE HERE. 

He slammed the desk, and the monitor jiggled. Reese glanced up 
from the phone as the sounds of mbber boots pounding on a raincoat 
continued. 


USE FORK 

YOU WILL HAVE A TOUGH TIME IF YOU TRY TO EAT 
THE CHEST. 

USE FORK 
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YOU SCRAPE THE FORK AGAINST THE WOOD AND 

METAL. NOTHING HAPPENS. 

USE FORK 

YOU SCRAPE THE FORK AGAINST THE WOOD AND 

METAL. THE LETTER ' A ' HAS BEEN SCRATCHED OUT. 

YOU THINK YOU HEAR A FAINT ' POOF ' COME FROM 

INSIDE THE CHEST. 

He jerked forward, gripping the edge of the desk, his forehead 
almost colliding with the keyboard. 

“I WASN’T CHEATING—I JUST LOOKED ACROSS THE 
AISLE AND REALIZED I WAS EILLING THEM IN LIKE 
BUBBLES INSTEAD OF RECTANGLES—I WASN’T CHANGING 
ANYTHING—I WAS JUST CHANGING THE SHAPE—7 WASN’T 
CHEATING—” 

Even his ability to breathe’d locked up, and he hunched forward 
there gagging. But gritting his teeth, he forced himself up and pulled 
his fingers away from the desk and lowered them over the keyboard 
and started to type, again. 

OPEN CHEST 

YOU OPEN THE CHEST. INSIDE IS A BALL OF STRING. 

He’d known this would happen. That’s why he’d done all this. 
He’d set it up so someone would come along and stop all this from 
happening before it’d even happened. He must’ve known what they 
were going to do. He must’ve known. The guy who’d sent commands 
to Voyager. He’d been preserving everything. Everything had to have 
a failsafe. Everything had to have a failsafe in case the wrong person 
got ahold of the thing. This was the failsafe. He was the failsafe. He 
was the only one left in reality who could do it. 

YOU ENTER A LONG CORRIDOR. A WOODEN DOOR IS 

AT THE FAR END. SOMETHING MAKES YOU UNEASY. 

FORWARD 
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YOU MOVE FORWARD. SOMETHING STILL MAKES YOU 
UNEASY. 

FORWARD 

YOU COME TO A HEAVY OAKEN DOOR. SOMETHING 
STILL MAKES YOU UNEASY. 

OPEN DOOR 

THE DOOR SLOWLY GIVES WAY. IT MUST HAVE BEEN 
A LONG TIME SINCE IT WAS LAST OPENED. 

Otherwise there’d just be the projection. There wouldn’t even be 
reality anymore—just the projection. 


J-Javing gone to the bathroom, Reese’d before removed the plastic 
stand from her purse and’d set it on the edge of one of the shelves and 
snapped another phone into it and’d aimed it at the general area of 
the computer desk. 

While she was in there squatting, hovering over the toilet seat, she 
looked at the giant plant that’d once grown to take over everything in 
a corner of the room, having covered over half of the vanity and the 
end of the mirror and a part of the wall and the framed pictures that 
hung on that part of the wall, but which’d by then turned all brown 
and crinkly, the soil in which it’d been grown cracked and dry and as 
desiccated as the ground into which mummies’d be planted. She gig¬ 
gled to herself as she reached into her purse and brought out a part of a 
roll of toilet paper and folded a couple swatches worth over themselves. 

The sounds of his typing carried down the hall and even through 
the closed bathroom door. 


"^he sound of boots pounding on a million rain coats carried halfway 
through the house. 

USE CANDEL 

YOU HAVE NO ' CANDEL ' TO USE HERE. 
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As did his scream when he struck the desk. His forearm spasmed, 
the back of his hand so tight it felt as if everything within might 
break like instrument strings. 

The UPS chirped and faintly beeped. They weren’t going to win. 
They weren't going to win. 

Half of his fingers tingled painfully, sparks going off in them, the 
other half numb, dead things that he slammed into the plastic key 
caps and down against the stiff rubber membrane. 

USE BROOM 

YOU USE THE BROOM TO CLEAR THE COBWEBS. 

THERE SEEMS TO HAVE BEEN SOMETHING 

SCRATCHED ONTO THE WALL. 

Jam. Jam. Jam. 

USE CHESSE 

YOU HAVE NO ' CHESSE ' TO USE HERE. 

Until he finally jerked his arms up and pulled them against his chest 
and folded forward and screamed, coating everything piled on the 
desk in a haze of spittle. And hunched forward like that, he moaned 
and screamed. He breathed hard, some spittle drooling over his lower 
lip and sticking to his chin. He wiped it away. Shifting, he looked up 
at the screen again, the black-and-white terminal window blurring 
in and out of focus. 

Over his screaming and over the roar in his ears, he hadn’t heard 
the toilet flush or the hollow sounds of empty plastic milk jugs being 
kicked out of the way. But Reese wasn’t standing in the room, not 
that he’d looked round, but instead she’d gone up to the kitchen. 

He pushed the seat back with his feet, trying to use his arms as little 
as possible. Burning’d begun to radiate all the way up through his 
shoulder and’d started to marry up with the fossilization in his neck 
and back. Stiffly, he reached out and grasped the chicken-shaped egg 
timer, almost dropped it, and grit his teeth as he gripped the knob 
and turned it. Breathing hard, he lifted it and set it atop the printer. 
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And shifting the chair around with his feet, he reached forward one- 
handed and carefully typed ‘look’ with just his index finger before 
he lowered his arm into his lap again and started to massage it. But 
the effort of that aggravated the arm that was doing the massaging, 
the larger muscles in both his forearms knotting. And gripping both 
his forearms at the same time, he pushed back the chair with his feet 
and stood. Panting, he made his way into the hall, kicking empty 
plastic milk jugs out of his way, one of them bouncing ahead of him, 
bouncing into the shower, which the water dmmmed against after 
he reached in and turned the handle straight up. Cradling both of his 
arms as the water ran out of the rain head, he turned and kicked the 
door shut, reaching out to twist the lock, the effort of which made 
him grit his teeth. Further white noise filled the space to join the 
rushing water drumming against the empty plastic milk jug when he 
reached up and activated the fan, steam already starting to curl out of 
the shower and toward the ceiling and caressing the mirror, revealing 
old streaks across the glass, as he slowly worked his shirt over his head 
and stepped out of his pants. Dropping his underwear to the floor, he 
braced himself against the side of the shower door and reached out and 
hovered his hand beneath the water. And then he stepped in, gritting 
his teeth as he turned and slid closed the sliding door behind himself 
and he still held it as he turned round, to keep from slipping, as he 
pushed the empty plastic milk jug with his foot, out from beneath 
the rain-alike water, the white-noise drumming ceasing, the empty 
plastic milk jug left there in a corner of the tile work, water beading 
off it, as he stepped fully beneath the rain-alike streaming. And 
he stood there a few moments more with his arm outstretched and 
holding the door. Eventually, he he lowered it against his side and 
let the heated, clear liquid run down all of him from over his head 
as he switched off to holding the tiled wall with his other hand. 

—Better not turn round. 

The metal-plastic thing for soap and brushes hung back there, 
hanging from a big metal hook above eye level. If he somehow 
slipped and went up, it’d hook right through his eye socket and he’d 
be hanging there with his feet in the air, his body hanging pressed 
against the cold tile cemented to the wall, yet unwarmed by the steam, 
hanging there, blood draining down out of his hooked eye socket. 
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down his body, down the tiles, swirling, swirling on itself down the 
drain, pinkish and diluted. 

So to keep from slipping, he stayed very still. And he just stood 
there touching the wall. 

But with the water running down over his head, the white noise of 
it and the spinning roaring of the overhead fan trying to suck steam 
out and through the roof, but mainly only drawing it nearer the black 
fur that expanded out over its plastic grate and across the drywall hung 
overhead, he didn’t hear the little tink as the lock snapped out of the 
locked position. And holding the phone up, she marched in and 
jerked open the shower door. “Would you care to remark on the 
frequency of your utilization of the blue pseudo-artificial vagina that 
can be found beneath your bed?” 

He jerked round, hot water streaming down over his head and into 
his eyes. 

“How would you rate this partial imitation orifice in regards to 
the four other styles which are available? Would you—” 

“ Aaaaaaaaaaaaa” Hot water still burning his eyes, he jerked out of 
the shower, only barely able to discern her from any of the rest of the 
general watery smudges that constituted his vision, arms outstretched, 
hands locked into claw-alike formations that found her throat, the 
both of them tumbling backwards, striking the counter and the open 
drawers beneath the vanity, and finally the tile, both his hands around 
her throat, his thumbs pressing into her windpipe, not even gurgling 
sounds coming out of the wide-open mouth he still couldn’t see as 
water remained in his eyes and cascaded off his body, which hung over 
her, as he bore down, his erection bobbing in midair, as he contin¬ 
ued Aaaaaaaaaaaaadd^i^t^i^i^td^i.<4A^v4^^A^^Ay4y4v4y4y4y4v4y4y4ing 
into her face, water droplets cascading off his face onto hers, as she 
shifted and wriggled, her glasses knocked three-quarters off her head 
and hanging barely on one ear, as she groped, ramming her hand 
into and against the open lower vanity drawer, groping for her purse, 
groping into it, coming out with the taser, jamming it into his neck, 
his right eye lighting up like fireworks’d gone through it, jerking, 
continuing, AAAAAAAAAAAAAAin^, a part of the sensation of 
it transported down his damp arms into her, as he AAAAAAAAAA- 
AAAAAAAAAAA'd and jerked and fell beside her, landing in the 
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dry and desiccated remnants of the vast potted plant, dry leaves greed¬ 
ily absorbing water as if making up for what they couldn’t get when 
they were alive, even though it couldn’t help anything now, landing 
on her arm as she lay there gasping and panting and coughing. 

And after a time, she managed to shift enough between his pros¬ 
trate figure and the vanity and to pull herself up. Her head hurt. And 
leaning over the sink, her stomach seemed to want to try and surge 
upward. Looking down at him, she couldn’t tell if he was still breath¬ 
ing, and she didn’t check, but instead leaned down and lifted her 
glasses off the floor from where they’d fallen off completely when 
she’d started to get up. Water drenched the tiles and the rug outside 
the shower. The shower continued to run, sounding like rain falling 
on stones. She slipped the taser back into her purse. Looking in the 
mirror, she put on her glasses again, pushed her fingers back through 
what of her hair’d come loose from the ponytail. She glanced around 
for a towel, turning and looking in the open closet, the closet empty 
of all but a container of medicated baby powder, and she glanced 
round at the towels piled there in the corner beside the shower, all 
of them stiff and crunchy-looking and looking as if they’d started 
to grow something, something blueish or greenish that diffused in a 
very biological fashion into the pink-dyed fibers. She coughed again 
and spat into the sink. 

Walking out into the hallway, she kicked an empty plastic milk jug 
out of the way. But she stopped there, having aimed for the kitchen 
and dining area, her motion obviously and suddenly arrested and 
converted into centrifugal force that found expression in the way she 
turned round and looked into the darkened bedroom. Slipping the 
phone into her front jacket pocket, the light peeked out the top just 
enough, and she stepped into the room in the wake of its illumination 
and squatted as much as her skirt allowed and lifted The Thing from 
the floor beside the bed. And turning, she carried it out into the hall 
and kicked away empty plastic milk jugs before wading into them 
and pushing her way through into the dining area, kicking empty 
plastic milk jugs ahead of her through there. 

Stopping beside the table, she looked down at The Thing. Gripping 
it by the handle, she let it dangle down at her side as she plucked out 
the phone with her free hand and turned-off the light before slipping 
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it back into her front jacket pocket again. And she looked down 
at the length of The Thing, where it went almost all the way down 
past her ankles, the silicone orifice saved from smashing against and 
kissing the floor only because of her heels. 

Even if it’d been just the pistol, it’d’ve been heavy enough, but 
with the STU mounted out front of The Thing, adding that whole 
chunka silicone weight on the end, that part of The Thing as long 
as the pistol end itself, and with the obvious point of leverage at a 
farthest end, it made it impossible for her to bring it up one-handed. 


^^lotta—much—hard work’d gone into The Thing. Not just in 
the actual construction, but in the theoretical aspects, too, aswell. By 
gluing the end of the barrel to the end cap, he’d been able to prevent 
lube from running down the inside of it and messing something up. 
And with the pistol wrapped in a towel and placed lightly in a vice, 
barrel and sights pointed at the ceiling, he’d carefully lowered the 
plastic cap and’d gently pressed it down on the thin ring of bonding 
cement he’d already laid down. The end cap’d had to be tightened 
down hard to keep it from coming off with the added weight of the 
pistol. But it hadn’t tighten so well. Adult toys didn’t tend to have 
the exacting tolerance levels of children’s toys. So when he’d threaded 
the cap back on, he’d used some plastic-plastic bonding cement there. 
It wouldn’t come apart after that, but that was kind of the point. It’d 
mean the suction’d be maxed out; and the air’d have to bleed off 
somewhere, so it’d probably end up plopping out the sides, around the 
silicone sleeve, sounding like farts. Or maybe it was just some kind of 
authentic queef experience; they didn’t market it that way, but Magic 
Wands and oven mitts and garden hoses were never marketed toward 
their actual uses either. 

Sitting there waiting for the cement to dry, sweating because 
the air-conditioner’d quit when the powered gone out, blackouts, 
brownouts, whatever... The winters didn’t kill people anymore; there 
weren’t any winters. 

—Fucking liars! 

He’d sat forward and’d mbbed the side of his face. Sitting there 
in just his underwear, he’d reached into them and’d scratched into 
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his pubic hair. Leaning back and trying to breathe easier, sweat’d 
trickled down the center of his chest. He’d looked over the rest of 
the STU, the bulk of the sxu, that remained on the desk. Pulling his 
hand out of his underwear, his erection’d then projected through it 
on its own. He’d looked away, at the pistol swaddled and in the vice. 
Reaching out and touching the cap, it hadn’t budged. He’d tugged a 
little harder. It’d been as good as if it’d all been machined from the 
same block. 

Reaching over, he’d lifted the rest of the sxu, but he’d had to set 
it on the desk again to uncap the cement. After liberally applying it 
along the threads all the way around, he’d set the tube down again, a 
little bit still oozing out of the extended plastic tip and blobbing on 
a piece of paper, and he’d turned the sxu up and’d carefully begun to 
screw it onto the cap, holding it there a couple seconds before he’d 
lightly pulled his fingers away, ready to grab it again if it’d canted, 
but it hadn’t. 

Sitting there, waiting for the cement to dry, he’d reached into his 
underwear again and’d begun to scratch into his pubic hair. 

His heart’d started to kick up. Might as well start then. Rising 
from the chair, he’d gone up the hall and into the bedroom and’d 
emerged with a bottle of lube. Setting it on the desk, he’d sat down 
in the racing-gaming chair again. Leaning forward, he’d grasped the 
sxu and’d tried to twist it, first lightly, then hard. It hadn’t budged. 
And leaving it there in the vice like that, looking like some kill-all 
silencer on the end of the pistol, he’d popped open the lube bottle 
and’d stood and’d carefully tipped it into the sxu’s opening and’d even 
more carefully squeezed. It’d been necessary to be sparing; another 
package hadn’t been slated to arrive till the next day. Snapping the 
cap shut, he’d set the bottle beside the keyboard. And reaching down, 
he’d gripped the sxu in one hand while he’d put pressure on the vice 
handle with his other, the latter suddenly giving way in the fashion 
of tight things. Standing there, he’d lifted the completed assemblage, 
had turned it, had watched it intently to see if the shifting of weight’d 
dislodged anything. But the cement’d held. 

Pulling down his underwear and tugging the elastic behind his 
testicles, he’d brought the assemblage down and’d used his other hand 
to aim himself into it, sliding in. It’d emitted a faint slurp, a belch 
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coming out between the silicone and plastic housing. It’d proved 
more awkward to hold than he’d projected. Though, that might’ve 
contributed, eventually, to its effectiveness, if things hadn’t gone as 
they’d been supposed to. 

Moving his hips slightly backwards and forwards, he’d begun to 
thrust in and out. He’d shifted to moving the assemblage with his 
arms; but this’d caused his forearms to tense, and he’d returned to the 
former motions, the slurpings and belchings growing in frequency 
and amplitude and sloppiness as he’d increased in speed. 

It’d been simple in theory: holding the sxu by the newly attached 
pistol end, loss of muscular control from release was almost exactly 
likely correlated to cause involuntary muscular action, which would 
probably result in the pulling of the trigger and thus the discharge of 
the firearm into the groin area. 

Continuing to pummel in and out of it, the belchings and slurpings 
from the silicone orifice’d risen to fever pitch. 

“ I will maintain the edge.... ” 

Breathing’d become hard. 

“ I will maintain the edge.... ” 

And his heart’d hammered against the inside of his chest. 

“ I will... not allow it to be wasted.... ” 

He’d grit his teeth. 

“That which...wastes...vital energy...is not...is not...fit to 
live....” 

Continuing to pummel in and out of the assemblage, the silicone 
orifice slurping and belching, he’d removed one of his hands from 
around its girth and’d reached far forward and backward and’d cocked 
the hammer. 


^^nd she held the result of all this effort in her hands. She sniffed 
it. “Eww.” But she didn’t put it down. Continuing to look down 
at it, a grin slowly spread across her face. She giggled. “So just what 
is the right way to hold something like this?” She giggled again. 
And she moved her other hand away from the plastic end and toward 
the pistol grip, arching her back to keep The Thing held up and 
pointed out, turning slightly to the side, planting her feet as wide 



as her skirt allowed, just like she’d watched Naomi do. Trying first 
with just the one thumb and failing to budge anything, she crossed 
both her thumbs over the hammer and grit her teeth and pulled 
back, the cylinder rotating with it till both’d locked into place. And 
holding The Thing in both hands, she aimed it at nothing and pulled 
the trigger. The Thing kicking so hard it ended up pointed at the 
ceiling, the force of it almost having shoved her over backwards. 
Standing there frozen a moment, she slowly looked up at it up there. 
Grinning, she brought it down again and aimed at even more of 
nothing, working the hammer back with the combined force of 
both her thumbs. Looking down the metal-and-plastic-and-silicone 
length of it, she pulled the trigger. And she laughed and she lowered 
The Thing and cocked it again and aimed at even more of nothing 
before she pulled the trigger again, the time between each successive 
attempt shorter and shorter, her laughing longer and longer, till she 
stood there with it aimed at the most nothing she could and couldn’t 
find and pulled the trigger, the hammer coming down with a sharp 
click. She paused, looking down the length of The Thing. And 
pulling back the hammer again, the cylinder rotating round with 
the effort, she aimed it at nothing and pulled the trigger, but again, 
there was only that same click. Sighing, her face fell. Till she shifted 
her grip and turned The Thing round and looked at the end, when 
at once a grin spread impossibly wide across her face, and she laughed 
and laughed and laughed so hard she stepped back and stepped on 
an empty plastic milk jug and fell to the floor still laughing, lying 
there on her back, having lost her grip on The Thing, it just lying 
there beside her as she laughed, the opening of the silicone orifice left 
shredded-chunky and smoking and black. 


Back in the bathroom, the shower was still running when he re¬ 
gained partial consciousness, though it’d long run cold. At first, it’d 
seemed just part of the general pink noise that the rest of existence 
seemed to consist of. Realizing he was shivering, he tried to move, 
but only managed to press his cheek harder into the cold tile. He 
couldn’t even turn his head as something scurried in and out of and 
beyond the very edges of his vision... the sound of the water... 
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Sinking between and beneath the waves... 

Riding on the waves... 

Like a white-washed boat over dark waters... 

Oh sailor on the sea of flesh... 

He pulled the cloak round his naked body as a hot wet wind swirled 
round over the churning waters, where arms and legs and backs and 
buttocks and breasts rose above and submerged below choppy waves. 
Gripping the tiller tightly against the impact of the swells, he looked 
up at the ragged sail, threads curling off, the whole thing frayed, 
almost furry. 

An arm hooked over the side of the boat, and jerking the till, 
he pulled away, the arm slipping over the edge and back into the 
water. Pulling the cloak tighter around himself, he squinted into 
the dark distance, in the direction of what should’ve been a horizon, 
but which’d been dissolved and diffused between the nonexistent 
boundary of the above and below like smeared charcoal. 

Parts of bodies struck the sides of the boat above and below the 
waterline, thumpings, but he tried to keep straight on. 

Out there, a dark light upon the waters. 

A hot wet wind swirled down upon him, as if intent on ripping off 
the cloak. 

She stood out there on the surface of the dark waters, the dark light 
upon the waters, with her arms outstretched. 

“NEVER!” Tightening his grip on the till, he turned. The boat 
rocked, bobbing, weaving through and over the churning waters. But 
she was ahead of him again, the dark light upon the waters, with her 
arms outstretched. 

“ IKNOIV YO UR NAME! ” 

The waters continued to churn. 

“ I KNO IV YO UR REAL NAME! ” 

Dark water splashed into the boat, settling and sloshing at the 
bottom of the hull, bodies and body parts thumping against the sides, 
under the bottom, hands and arms and toes appearing and grasping 
and torn away and disappearing. 

“XIRDNEH!” 

He gripped the tiller till he might’ve wrenched it off, himself 

“XIRDNEH!” 
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The boat thrashed on the thrashing waves, water sloshing within 
as it sloshed without. He saw the wave rising up ahead, out of the 
charcoal blackness, stripped of water, just the writhing mass of drip¬ 
ping bodies all rolled together, rolling up and rolling down, the line 
of it all the way to the ends of the horizon that didn’t exist. He could 
only turn into it.... 

“AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA” 

... and scream. 

""AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA- 

AAAAAAA” 

... as the constituents of the swell splashed down around him, dark 
water filling the boat, the sail ripped, the main pole stmck and snap¬ 
ping, a piece of white-washed timber afloat out there on the dark 
waters, long gone past, grabbed and submerged, and he gripped the 
tiller with all his might as the boat was cast about on thrashing over¬ 
burdened waters. 

But he held on through it, and the churning of the waters slowly 
subsided. But he didn’t release his grip on the tiller. Looking out over 
the dark waters, he could see nothing else, flesh having disappeared 
beneath the waves. 

And in the calmness, he grabbed tighter to the tiller. 

And the waters out there rose up, as if to produce another great 
wave among the waves, water breaking away and running down it 
as it emerged from beneath the dark waters, the disembodied cunt, 
rising up, sucking everything down into its great flesh-raw-red maw, 
sucking down the entirety of the waters, drawing the boat that re¬ 
quired the waters, hot wet wind sucking past him toward it, tearing 
off the cloak from his grasp, which fluttered ahead of him into the 
swallowing dark as he stretched outward after it... inching his fingers 
outward... like a legged thing... he stroked the bottom of the toilet, 
the wind and the ocean howling in his ear, water receding across 
tile to leave only droplets, the bottom of the ocean, things scurrying 
beyond the corners of his vision... the roaring in his ear. 
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Up in the dining area, she sat there looking down at a phone. The 
first signs of bruising’d started to appear around her neck. “You 
could’ve almost broke my glasses, you know. ” 

He stumbled past her and toward the sink, stepping over everything 
that lay scattered across the linoleum, running into the counter and 
leaning against it. After a moment or two, he reached across the sink 
for the cup and turned on the faucet. And he stood there a bit, looking 
down at the running water as it flowed over the dishes piled there. 

Tilting her head to expose her neck, she raised the phone and 
snapped-off a few selfies. 

Raising the plastic cup in both hands, he started drinking, and 
water cascaded over his chin as he cut his eyes to look at whatever 
scurried there in the corner of his vision. But the lobsters were always 
too fast. The water dribbling over his chin and mnning down his 
chest, he tried to start drinking again, gulping in air and choking and 
spurting and spraying water into the sink as he continued to retch. 

“You shouldn’t try to drink and breathe at the same time. ” She 
looked down at the phone and tapped the screen with her thumbs. 
“You’re not built for it.” She continued to tap the screen with her 
thumbs. “Do you ever experience withdrawal symptoms due to the 
loss of your pico-celebrity? ” 

Cutting off the water, but still ahold of the plastic cup, he turned 
and unsteadily made his way along the counter and into the dining 
area and passed her and moved toward the hall. 

“You’ve really fucked up now, you know.” 

He didn’t reply as he entered the hallway, empty plastic milk jugs 
shifting round his shins and ankles. Turning, he stepped into the 
bathroom and turned on the faucet. He retched at the thought of 
drinking something from a bathroom faucet, but he filled the plastic 
cup anyway and forced the liquid down. The faucet continued to run 
as he stood there holding the empty cup and leaned shghtly forward 
to try and focus on himself in the mirror, but the vision was too 
blurry. Straightening, resting his hand on the edge of the counter 
for balance, he cut his eyes and looked down as something scurried 
in the corner of his vision. Trying to control his breathing, he set 
the plastic cup beside the sink and cut off the faucet. Trying to step 
around the vanity and toward the door, still holding onto the edge 
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of the counter, he glanced down at himself, but his nakedness was as 
fiizzy as everything else. He touched the door jamb. And he touched 
the wainscoting as he made his way down the hall, empty plastic milk 
jugs shifting around his ankles. 

The chicken rang. 

His stomach churned, and he tried to control his breathing to keep 
everything down, but the water swirled all over his insides like great 
shifting waves and at the same time weighed down like a massive 
hard rock in his stomach. 

The chicken continued to ring as he touched the back of the racing¬ 
gaming chair and pulled it out and carefully sat. Still trying to control 
his breathing, he turned the chair, reaching out and trying to grab 
the edge of the desk and pull himself forward. But he didn’t have the 
grip strength. He tried to pull the keyboard into his lap, accidentally 
knocking the mouse, which cause the monitor to come out of sleep. 
The brightness of it seared into his eyes, liquid breaking out of the 
corners of them as he forced them to stay open as he typed. Slowly, 
with two fingers, he moved from key to key along the keyboard 
stretched over his lap, one of the back feet digging into his thigh, 
but he didn’t shift to relieve it. It didn’t sound so much like rubber 
boots stomping on a raincoat then as it did someone unfurling and 
walking on one of those old PlayStation dance mats. 

The chicken continued to ring, the ringing echoing through the 
hollow plastic interior of the printer, amplified. 

Slowly, he continued to type. 

LOOK 

YOU STAND IN A WHITE PAINTED ROOM. THERE IS A 

CHEST IN THE CORNER. 

EXAMINE CHEST 

So long as he didn’t move, the water in his stomach didn’t either. 

Up the hall, empty plastic milk jugs sounded hollowly. One of 
them skittered into the room. Something scurried out of the way in 
the corner of his vision, but he didn’t look over. Reese looked down 
at the phone in her hands as she entered, still tapping the screen with 
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her thumbs as she went over near a shelf. She glanced up to check that 
the phone was still sitting there in the plastic mount, then she looked 
down at the phone in her hands, again, and continued to tap the 
screen with her thumbs. “What do you think of the hypothesis that 
sexually explicit figurines and cartoons’re pure because they can never 
actually have sexual relations by definition, no matter how much 
they look like they can? ” 

He didn’t reply, but just continued to move his arms around to 
slowly type with just his index fingers, which remained fixed, joints 
locked. 

Reese continued to peck at the phone with a rapid-fire pace. Glanc¬ 
ing up at the phone in the plastic mount on the shelf once more, she 
looked down at the phone in her hands and turned and went out into 
the hallway, idly kicking an empty plastic milk jug ahead of her. 

Sitting there, his shoulders’d already started to burn from the effort 
of having to continually lift and move his whole arm around to range 
over the keyboard. 

YOU OPEN THE CHEST. INSIDE IS A CHUNK OF CHEESE. 

TAKE CHEESE 

But he continued on. 


^Jear enough by then, the guy wearing mirrorshades and snakeskin 
boots stopped at an intersection. The gravel road crunched beneath 
tires. Looking down at his phone again, he grit his teeth. A fenced 
pasture sat off to the left, a road running alongside it, the other 
went straight ahead, and hills and trees blocked a view of anything 
very far beyond in either direction. But there was nothing like that 
onscreen. A blue line showed that a river was supposed to be at his 
present location, but there was just the open, empty field, and goldish- 
brownish waves of dry grass blowing in the breeze. The only road 
listed was some twenty-five miles, or so, east. Gritting his teeth, he 
set the phone on the dash and plied the gas and turned the wheel, 
gravel crunching beneath tires. 
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H e clicked back to the tracking window, his eyes drawn to the icon 
in another tab. His heart kicked up, the icon indicating an additional 
message. Gritting his teeth, he clicked on the tab. Multi-colored 
flashes lit the left side of his fleld of vision, and for a moment it 
appeared as if he’d been looking down half a kaleidoscope. 

CUSTOMER SATISFACTION 

The title kinda floated there, a preview of the body below it: 

Hello, Customer. Thank you so very much for purchasing our 
Blue Lady Unit # 2 . Your enthusiastic happiness with our prod¬ 
ucts is our highest priority. Please take your time to rate [...] 

They’d found him. 

Chain reactions, a scanned email address somewhere else, trig¬ 
gering this, triggering that, updating counters, connecting names, 
connecting accounts, connecting ids, connecting profiles, connect¬ 
ing, connecting, connecting, connecting, connecting. 

The projection was aware of his specific existence. 

He shook. 

Always one step from total destruction. Everything. Fall down in 
the shower—bust your teeth out. How yuh gonna fix that? Tooth 
hurt—tap tap tap with fingernail. Pulse. Pulse. Pulse. Pain. Pain. 
Pain. How yuh gonna pay for that? Pain here? Who yuh gonna see 
bout that? Jus keep goin on. Jus keep goin on. Ain’t no big deal. 
Ain’t no big deal. If it kills yuh, it kills yuh. Who’d And the body? 
Who’d And the body? Body just gonna lay somewhere forever and 
ever and ever. Like that guy they found in that storage locker. Just 
like that guy they found in that storage locker. But there can’t be no 
cobwebs. The only cobwebs is fossilized. But dust gonna fall down. 
Dust gonna fall down down down. Dust cover everything. From dust 
thou art. To dust thou shalt return. It’s time to meet Jesus. Time 
to meet Jesus. Everybody older then twelve goes to hell. Everybody 
older than twelve. Have to be so tall and so long to ride this Aery 
train all the way down. Too bad. Too bad. Should’ve exercised more. 
Make the right choices the right things happen. Just gotta do the 
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right thing. The Thing. The Thing. Remember The Thing. The 
Thing. The Thing. The Thing. The Thing. The Thing. The Thing. 
The Thing. The Thing. The Thing. The Thing. The Thing. The 
Thing. The Thing. The Thing. The Thing. The Thing. The Thing. 
The Thing. The Thing. The Thing. The Thing. The Thing. The 
Thing. The Thing. THE THING. THE THING. THE THING. 
THE THING. THE THING. THE THING. THE THING. 
THE THING. THE THING. THE THING THE THING THE 
THING THE THING THE THING THE THING THE THING 
THE THING THE THING THE THING THE THING THE 
THING THE THING THE THING THE THING THE THING 
THE THING THE THING THE THING THE THING. 

Everything. Everything. EVERYTHING. 

Grabbing for the mouse, his forearm spasmed and knotted, and 
he jerked away. 

Data therefore he was. Following him. Watching him. 

Could make-up whatever they wanted. 

Had to un-exist. 

He grabbed for the mouse again, clenched his teeth, pink leak¬ 
ing between them, but the pointer just jerked across the screen; he 
couldn’t double-click with accuracy. Shoving the mouse, it collided 
plasticly with the desk, and he jerked his arm back against his chest 
and started to knead it. 

Had to hide. Had to hide. Had to hide. 


UNSUBSCRIBE 

UNSUBSCRIBE 

UNSUBSCRIBE 

UNSUBSCRIBE 

UNSUBSCRIBE 

UNSUBSCRIBE 

UNSUBSCRIBE 

UNSUBSCRIBE 

UNSUBSCRIBE 


Had to— 
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So let me get this straight.... ” She stood there silent a moment. 





“So you’re saying she got hold of a phone, too?” 

Nothing about the machine moved, but the oblong panel at head 
height transitioned from a yellow background to a light blue one. 



“I guess it’s a good thing you’re not a terminator, or else she’d 
probably have a gun too. ” 



“ And if anything happens to her...” 
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Naomi shifted to sit more upright in the seat. Something caught 
her attention, and she looked over, a miniature lighthouse and stor¬ 
age buildings going by. Stretching, she reached into the floorboards 
for her shoes and slipped them back on before she smoothed her skirt 
and jacket again. Reaching over, she touched the display mounted in 
the dash, and after it lit, she tapped the button in the corner and cut 
off the music. 


l[_Jp at the other end of the house, the alarm at the edge of the world 
went off. Something was emerging from the projection. His heart 
kicked up a couple notches even past what it was doing. Lifting the 
keyboard out of his lap, he tried to lean forward and set it on the 
desk, but left it there half hanging over the edge, but it was balanced 
enough not to fall immediately. Pushing back the racing-gaming 
chair, he tried to stand. And holding the back of the chair, he stepped 
toward the window, the output from the air-conditioner striking him 
square in the chest as he stood there and barely pulled aside the spot 
where the black plastic trash bag wasn’t taped completely, and winced 
as he looked out into the morning light. A van’d already parked down 
there. Carrying a package in one hand, the deliverer slammed the 
door and started at a jog up the walk, a small drone buzzing through 
the air and following behind, the deliverer stopping at the front porch 
just long enough to set the package in one of the chairs there, before 
he headed back down, still followed by the small drone, and climbed 
in and backed up to turn, and booked it down the driveway, the drone 
somewhere ensconced within its designated charging station within 
the delivery vehicle. The alarm went off again because it had no 
sense of directionality. With the van gone, he smoothed the plastic 
back into place. The output from the air-conditioner stmck his 
back as he turned. Without meaning to, he kicked one of the empty 
plastic milk jugs, and it stmck the dvd cases stacked along one of the 
lowest shelves and bounced off. His stomach’d settled down some. 
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but his head swam when he got onto his knees and tried to ensure no 
damage’d been done. And he had to touch a shelf to pull himself up. 
Turning, he started up the hall, empty plastic milk jugs brushing by 
his ankles and shins. As he shifted them, a few more cascaded out of 
the room at the head of the hallway. He looked around for her, but 
she wasn’t there. Pausing a moment, he glanced into the living room. 
Then, after a moment, he realized, because of the light through the 
foyer, the front door had to be open, and he shuffled that way. And 
the door was open. He pushed open the screen door, looking out 
over the stuff stacked and piled on the front porch. But the morning 
sun was too bright, and he had to squint. “ Get away... from that. ” 
Standing there with the phone in both hands as she took a picture 
of the parcel, she didn’t look up at him. “Don’t mess with it....” 
He pushed open the screen door till it collided with something, and 
he stepped out onto the porch and moved out toward the first step. 
Carefully, resting his hand on anything he could reach, he made his 
way down the next couple of steps, down along the path she’d earlier 
shoved out through the stacked and piled junk. When he got down 
to the last step, she stood on the walk looking down at the phone and 
tapping the screen with her thumbs. 

Carefully stepping off the porch, he went around to collect the 
package. There was a certain ritual to packages, as many who’ve 
practiced extensive mail order’ve observed since the establishment 
of the first postal systems, and that began with just looking at the 
parcel, the name on it, not to check anything for validity or damage, 
necessarily, but just because that was part of the ritual, like a step in a 
dance. Next, he reached out and lifted it; the actual handling of it, 
the running of hands over it, feeling the weight, being the next step 
in the dance and ritual. He was looking down at it when he noticed he 
heard something, but for a moment or two he couldn’t distinguish it 
from the general roar always present in his ear, the seemingly repeated 
chant of genocide. But eventually he noticed it was in stereo, and 
since his hands were occupied with the parcel, he looked up, as if by 
looking up he expected to turn in such a way as he could look into his 
other ear, but instead, because of the nature of his physical being, he 
found himself looking down the driveway, sunlight glinting harshly 
off a car as it made its way toward them. The sunlight continued to 
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glint from the windshield as it pulled nearer the house and stopped, 
the harshness of the reflected sunlight making his eyes water and 
making it impossible to discern anything of the person who opened 
the driver side door and stepped out and stood there looking overtop 
the car. 


No. quite so near, Naomi climbed out of her car and stretched her 
legs. She glanced at the quick-charge unit, then leaned into the car 
and touched the panel in the dash to bring it out of power saving and 
look at the charge threshold. Straightening, she looked overtop the 
car, at the back of the service station where the sole electric charging 
station sat and which the vehicle’d automatically coupled to fifteen 
minutes thirty-seven seconds before, and looked at the chain-link 
fencing that protected various pieces of equipment. Turning, she 
looked at the service station itself And shutting the door, she reached 
into her suit jacket and pulled out her phone as she carefully threaded 
her way over broken asphalt where, even though her heals were low 
and chunky, the cracks were just that big, as if they were preparing to 
swallow the place whole. She stepped up onto a concrete curb as she 
rounded the front of the building. Looking up from her phone, she 
pulled open one of the double glass doors. 

A general predawn disgust filled the place. In the back and in the 
corner, hotdogs hadn’t yet been laid in a warming rack, and it just sat 
there partially charred and ungreased. A woman sat on a stool behind 
the register, sat leaned forward with her elbow on the counter and 
her chin in her hand and her eyes closed. Passing through the candy 
bar and granola aisles, Naomi stopped in front of the line of upright 
coolers along the back wall. Glancing down the length of them, she 
saw the restroom signs at the end and headed that way, slipping her 
phone back inside of her jacket, stopping only briefly to glance at the 
papers and fliers taped over and between the doors. 

When she’d emerged again, she looked down the line of upright 
coolers from the opposite end, all of them filled with transparent 
plastic bottles themselves filled with seemingly innumerable hues 
of HyperPower liquid, even something as white as milk and maybe 
more disgusting looking. Going down to the far end, she opened one. 
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breathing in the refrigerated air, something about the taste of it, and 
pulled out a couple bottles of mineral water from the painfully small 
selection. Turning, she passed back through the aisles and picked 
out a handful of granola bars before she made her way around to the 
counter. The woman remained leaned forward with her chin in her 
hand and her eyes closed as Naomi set the items down and reached 
into her jacket and pulled out her phone. 

The woman stirred, opened an eye. Straightening slowly, she 
looked as if she might yawn, but didn’t. Still sitting on the stool, she 
reached over mechanically and touched the lcd mounted beside the 
register. She turned to look over her shoulder at the large round clock 
on the wall. “They call this morning, but that’s such a piss, isn’t it.” 
She rubbed the side of her face, but didn’t look as if she expected some 
reply to this. “Neither one time or the other. Can’t be morning.” 
She reached over and touched the lcd again. “Can’t be night.” She 
hover her finger in front of the lcd. “You want a print receipt?” 

“No.” 

The woman moved her finger and tapped a different but equally 
well-worn spot on the panel. “They should have some kind of spe¬ 
cialized twilight shift.” Leaning down, she pulled a plastic bag from 
the roll and tugged it apart in the expert way that’d come from doing 
so no less than the functional equivalent of the same number of years 
that it’d taken for the raw materials they’d been made from to form, 
and placed the granola bars into it. “You want this in there?” She 
didn’t touch the bottles of mineral water, just held her hand near 
them. 

“No.” 

The woman pushed the plastic bag across the counter. “People 
should have a choice about whether they’d wanna work through the 
transitions or not.” 

Naomi didn’t say anything as she clamped the top of one water 
bottle between her index and middle fingers and the other between 
her middle and ring fingers and hooked the bag with her pinkie and 
turned to walk out, pushing open one of the double doors with her 
forearm. 

Leaning forward, the woman placed her elbow on the counter 
again and rested her chin in her hand. 
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*^he cash drawer made its opening sounds. 

She opened an eye, but no one was on the opposite side of the 
counter. She glanced over. The drawer remained closed. She closed 
her eyes again. 


Phone still in hand, Naomi walked out and followed the sidewalk 
around the front of the building and stepped off it onto the cracked 
pavement and started around toward her car. Thumbing the screen, 
she brought it up to her ear. 

“ This’s Naomi Readmann. I need to speak to him. ... I know. 
... Tm aware of that. ... Thank you.” 

The door locks chunked at her proximity, and she opened the 
driver side door and swung and released the plastic bag so it landed 
in the passenger seat. 

“ I need your help with an address. ... Yes. ” She turned. “ I’m at 
an...Exxon. ... Yes. ... No, it’s down the hill from a storage 
center with a lighthouse in the front of it. ... Yes. ” She removed 
a notepad from inside her jacket and laid it on the roof of the car 
and reached into her jacket again for a pen. She always did this when 
things couldn’t be tmsted to be put on speaker. She glanced up and 
around as she clicked the pen. “Yes. ” She scratched into the pad, the 
ballpoint only coming to life after a couple of strokes, so the first 
couple were just unfilled grooves in the paper, there but not. “ I’ll keep 
that in mind. Thanks.” She clicked the pen and returned it to inside 
her jacket. Turning, she looked out over ridges lit by the barest early 
hints of morning. Folding the pad closed and slipping it inside her 
jacket, she lowered herself into the driver seat and closed the door. 

Naomi leaned over and touched the panel in the dash, the display 
lighting, and she touched it again. 

“ Your vehicle is only ninety-three percent charged. Are you sure 
you want to stop charging?” 

She’d always thought the feminine voice’d sounded familiar, but 
she’d never placed it. She touched the green-rectangle-ensconced yes 
onscreen. 

Charging stopped.” In front, a light click indicated that the 
umbilical to the charging station’d disconnected. The logo-embossed 
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medallion on the front of the grill’d be automatically sliding back 
into place to cover the port. The screen on the front flashed: have a 

NICE DAY. 

Still leaning over with her hand hovering over the screen, she 
tapped and brought up a drop-down menu and tapped an entry. 

Are you sure you want to engage manual drive control?” 

She touched the green-rectangle-ensconced yes onscreen. 

“Please confirm that you want to engage manual drive control. This 
can be dangerous. ” 

She touched the next green-rectangle-ensconced yes that popped 
up.^^ 

“Please enter your PIN.” 

She tapped the screen with her index finger, along the contours of 
the keyboard that popped up. 

“Manual drive control will not engage until all occupants have 
fastened their seat belts. ” 

Reaching over, she pulled the seat belt across herself and hooked it. 

“Manual drive control is now engaged. Please drive safely.” 

The engine started. She gripped the wheel and touched the gas, 
engine sound through the stereo system providing feedback as she 
pulled toward the road. 


^ack in front of the front porch, standing there still holding the 
parcel, Mathew’s heart rate’d shot skyward, and his breathing’d gone 
shallow, his muscles tightening painfully, springs coiled and ready to 
burst and shred flesh. 

Closing the car door, the guy wearing mirrorshades and snake- 
skin boots passed around the front of the car and started up the walk. 
Except that before he’d even gotten halfway up, an old rusted piece 
of a metal chair frame skittered down the walk towards him, and 
he had to dodge. Reese tugged at another one, but a mass of them 
were all locked up together like a three-dimensional puzzle that 
someone’d pay a couple thousand dollars for. And the guy in mirror- 
shades broke into a sprint up the way and grabbed her, Reese jerking 
round. “WHY DON’T YOU GO FUCK SOMEBODY NOT ONE- 
BILLIONTH YOUR AGE.” And she brought her leg up between his. 
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He grit his teeth but held onto her or at least held onto her jacket. 
She tried to kick him again, but only struck his shin, and he jerked 
her toward him and tried to get his arm round her as she stmggled. 
Holding her as she struggled and screamed, he looked over at Mathew, 
who still stood there holding the parcel. “This’s a police matter, and 
if you don’t wanna be arrested—I suggest you stay outa the way.” 

“HAH!” Reese screamed and jerked. And groping in her purse, 
she grasped the snips and jerked them out and jammed the pointed 
ends into his thigh, which made him scream, baring all his teeth, 
and Reese broke away from his grasp and started running, and ran 
past Mathew and scrambled around the house, between high-grown 
weeds and stacked junk. His teeth still bared, some blood mnning 
outa a hole in his jeans, he lunged in that direction, distorted double 
images of Mathew and the end of the house and all the junk all 
together shifting about in his mirrorshades, flowing, pulsing surface 
phenomena that arrested Mathew’s gaze in the moments before he 
was shoved back, and he tumbled into an old, broken-down rocking 
chair and tripped and the parcel tumbled across the concrete walk. 
Scrambling up, bleeding at his shoulder from where he’d scrubbed 
concrete, he snatched up the damaged parcel, his heart hammering 
against the inside of his chest like it were going to burst out, the 
roaring in his ears so bad it sounded as if he’d been swept up into a 
hurricane, and he did vomit, nothing but yellowish liquid coming 
up and splattering across the concrete and the package. He tried to 
wipe it off, stepping in what’d splattered over the concrete as he tried 
to make his way up the little path Reese’d shoved out the day before, 
to get to the front door, his hands shaking as he tried to open the 
screen door, yellow still sticking to and dripping off his chin. 

Something crashed in the house, avalanched empty plastic milk 
jugs kicked everywhere. He hobbled weak-kneed into the kitchen, 
shouts bleeding through the roar running through and round 
his head, everything and anything calling for extermination as 
he clutched the vomit-stained package to his chest and stumbled 
through the dining area and toward the hallway, only to be met with 
empty plastic milk jugs flying through the air and striking his chest, 
almost bowling him over, Reese bursting through them like a skier 
through powder snow and running barefoot and skidding on the 
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linoleum and turning toward a door, and the guy formerly wearing 
mirrorshades, those having been knocked off and then hanging 
from one ear, revealing those places for eyes, plowed through a 
fresh avalanche of empty plastic milk jugs and shoved Mathew hard, 
sending him twisting and turning and back and tumbling against 
the table and falling as he clutched the vomit-stained package to his 
chest, knocking one of the chairs over, slick-coated advertising and 
coupon fliers sliding off in waves and covering him as he struggled to 
climb up, still without letting go of the package, slick-coated paper 
sticking to his chest and arms and foot where wet vomit still clung, 
as he ambled through the periphery of the empty plastic milk jugs, 
waded into the mass of them that flowed through the doorway at 
the head of the hall and now submerged him all the way to his hips, 
bogged him down so that it seemed he might not make it through 
and might be buried beneath them right there as they flowed down 
the hall in front of him and more flowed in behind him through 
the doorway, and the only reason he didn’t fall over them and into 
them was because he could only shuffle, sliding his dry skin and the 
slick-coated paper glued to his foot along the parquet floor, unable 
to raise his feet without pitching over, leaning his scrubbed shoulder 
against the wall to steady himself, knocking off picture frames which 
were swallowed up by the flowing empty plastic milk jugs swirling 
around him, leaving a multi-streaked blood trail down the lengths 
of white-painted drywall that stretched between each door frame. 


out front, Reese tripped when she caught her foot on the 
leg of some rusted old metal chair and tumbled off the last step onto 
the concrete walkway just as the screen door slammed open up behind 
her, a chair leg busting through the glass, which rained down over 
everything on the porch with a tinkling sound. But the path wasn’t 
quite up to him, and his sports coat caught on something, jerking 
him, and as he jerked at it. Reese scrambled onto her bloodied knees 
and lunged toward the car, down the concrete walkway, hobbling 
barefoot over gravel at the bottom of it as she made her way around to 
the driver side and jerked open the door, diving into the seat, scram¬ 
bling around the wheel, feeling and looking for keys that weren’t 



in the ignition, as the guy no longer wearing mirrorshades but still 
in snakeskin boots yanked open the door, and she kicked, and he 
reached in and finally managed to grab her by her hair and yank her 
out. And holding her head pulled back as she screamed, he jerked 
open the back door and forced her face down along the length of the 
back seat while she continued to try and kick. That’d muffled her to 
a degree, but he could still hear her yelling over his own panting and 
beating heart. He didn’t bother to tell her to settle down; that’d’ve 
been pointless. Instead, he just went straight ahead to groping in the 
floorboards for the plastic bag there, coming out with a package of 
super-extra-large cable ties, which he had to try and get open while 
he held her down, which meant he had to try and tear them open 
with his teeth, which only left a bunch of stretched and abused plastic 
wrapping that showed no sign of having been torn or perforated. And 
gripping the bag between some of his teeth, he had to fight with her 
to keep her hand from getting into her purse again, but failed; but 
he had enough of a grip on her wrist when she came out grasping the 
taser that he could force her arm around behind her back, the taser 
popping and arcing between the contacts as her hand locked down 
on it, the prongs dancing just under his stomach as they fought. But 
he was just stronger, and still holding the still plastic-wrapped cable 
ties in some of his teeth, he released her hair and twisted her arm 
farther behind her back, and twisted her wrist till she screamed and 
released the taser, and he grabbed it and tossed it, but it hit a part of 
the interior and bounced off and hit him in the small of the back 
before it slid into the floorboards. Yelling, he got ahold of the purse 
strap over her shoulder and yanked, the stitching that held it looped 
round the metal part that then attached to other loops to anchor it 
to the purse ripping out, and reaching over her, almost having to lay 
down atop her, he reached and caught her other arm and yanked it 
behind her back, trying to hold both as he coiled the strap around 
her wrists. But that wasn’t going to do crap. And breathing hard, he 
grabbed her hair again and pulled her out of the car, and pushed her 
face first into the driver seat, where he could stretch down over her 
and reach the lever to pop the trunk. And yanking back on her hair 
again, he forced her around the side of the car and removed a hand 
just long enough to shove the trunk the rest of the way open before 
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he halfway lifted her and tossed her in, her still striking at him with 
her feet as he slammed the trunk. 

He paused there a moment, his hand still on the trunk, feeling the 
vibrations as she continued to kick it, listening to the dull thudding 
that was only barely discernible over the beat of his own heart and 
the raggedness of his breathing. 

And still breathing hard, he looked up at the house. And removing 
his hand from the trunk, he straightened, and leaving Reese still 
pounding against the lining on the inside of the trunk, he went 
around the car and started up the walk, toward the house. 

Messes had to be cleaned up; and sometimes knowing what a mess 
was just made things messier. And there were certain things, when 
applied in sufficient quantity, no matter the situation, no matter the 
constituents of the mess, that left behind nothing unsanctified. 

At the end of the walk, he turned and started around the back side 
of the house, threading between stacked junk and high grass with 
a much more leisurely gate than circumstances had allowed earlier. 
He paused for a moment and took stock of what was immediately 
available. Then he turned and stepped on the overturned milk crate 
that still sat there on the wheel hub, though the piece of particle- 
board’d slid off, however, his snakeskin boots didn’t have quite the 
same trouble with the spacing of the grid-work metal as Reese’s heels 
had, so he could stand there reasonably easily as he reached up and 
grasped the door jamb and pulled himself up into the kitchen. He 
could take stock then, and glanced round at the plasticware that lit¬ 
tered the floor, the scattered slick-coated advertising and coupon 
fliers, a black cast-iron skillet coated in something sickly, darken¬ 
ing stuff smeared across the dirty linoleum. Bending over, he lifted 
his mirrorshades from the floor, looking through the void where 
a lens’d been. Folding them as best as they would fold with one of 
the temples bent, he slipped them inside his sports coat. He glanced 
over the takeout boxes stacked on the table, as he passed into the 
dining area, then briefly into the living room, pausing there to wrap 
his thinking around that which his perception conveyed: The Thing 
there on the dark-wood-stained coffee table acenter the living room, 
another smaller pistol having been shoved snub-nosed end first into 
the blue-and-black, chunky-fragged orifice till the polished steel of 
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the cylinder end of the one mated firmly against the soft, scoriated 
folds and molded surfaces of the other. 

Turning away from this, he kicked stray empty plastic milk jugs 
out of his way at the head of the hall. He waded through this adult 
ball pit, kicking them ahead of him with more force than need be as 
he scanned each room in sequence down the hall. He stopped at the 
doorway into the bedroom, briefly arrested by movement and the 
sense of something humanish, but after a moment, he passed it by. 
And a little less than half-a-dozen empty plastic milk jugs rebounded 
before him into the room at the end of the hall as if acting as an 
advanced guard or heralds. 

There wasn’t much looking around required. Mathew still lay 
there in the same spot where he’d been since he’d made it into the 
room and collapsed in front of the shelves. Slick-coated advertising 
and coupon fliers still stuck to him as he lay still, still ahold of the 
parcel with one hand, though the parcel’d been heavily dented on 
one corner from impacting the floor. 

Standing there in his snakeskin boots, the guy grit his teeth at 
the smell, which was worse there than anywhere else in the house, 
even worse than the bathroom or the kitchen. And looking down 
at the collapsed figure, some would’ve had the urge to wipe their 
hand against their jeans, an urge he indulged. He could’ve pulled his 
gun, but what would’ve been the point? Turning, he started back 
up the hall, kicking empty plastic milk jugs out of his way. Some 
people called this living. He stopped and looked into the bedroom 
again. Reaching into the darkness, he flicked the light switch. Fin¬ 
gerprints, like hair and dna, were one of those things that could be 
dealt with. The general sense of the dulled reflection he’d gotten from 
over near the far wall’d been correct. He stepped into the room. And 
it obviously wasn’t a stretch that someone with this kinda stuff piled 
everywhere... he looked around at the figures, leaned close enough to 
one that parts of her almost touched his nose before he pulled away 
and shook his head. He turned toward the tv, shoving aside disc cases 
to reveal the console buried beneath. Some things could sometimes 
just seem easy. Turning, he walked back out of the room, kicking 
empty plastic milk jugs that’d flowed in through the open doorway, 
but didn’t flick-off the light. Turning up the hall, he waded through 
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them and made his way through the kitchen again, but rather than 
climb down through the back door, he went out the front, squeez¬ 
ing, again, down between all the things piled and interlocked out 
there. He stood there a moment on the sidewalk, listening, and could 
still hear poundings against the inside of the trunk. If she wanted to 
bmise herself, fine. Now, later, didn’t matter. Let’er go ahead and 
tire herself out. He walked down toward the car, around the front 
of the hood, listening to her continuing to pound against the trunk 
lining; it sounded as if she might’ve found the lug wrench; he’d have 
to remember that. Opening the car door, he heard a muffled thump 
thump as she stmck the backs of the back seats, and he craned his 
neck to glance that way to ensure the latches were set to not allow 
them to fold forward. That’d’ve been a dangerous distraction to have 
to deal with while driving. Generally, a worker gets to know their 
tools, one way or another. But sometimes the tools change. Most of 
the newly manufactured cars by then’d had latches inside the trunks 
themselves to allow someone in just such circumstances as these to 
pop the trunk from the inside. It was one of the reasons he kept this 
car. So it was a working car in that sense. Not that she was terrible. 
Kind of homey, actually. Like they said in the movie about another 
man’s saddle... He turned away from looking toward the back seat 
and reached down into the storage space in the door and pulled out a 
plastic bottle of lighter fluid. And straightening, he closed the door, 
Reese reacting to the sound with renewed force, and he turned and 
walked around the car and up the walk. 

At the end, turning, he started around the side of the house again, 
still at a leisurely pace. He tossed the plastic lighter fluid bottle 
through the open doorway, and it landed on the linoleum. Reaching 
up, he grabbed the jamb and stepped up onto the wire milk crate 
overturned on the wheel hub and repositioned his hands again before 
he pulled himself up. There wasn’t much artistry about it, carry¬ 
ing the plastic bottle, wading through the empty plastic milk jugs 
that kept pouring outa the room they’d been so long sequestered in, 
kicking them out of his way as he stepped into the room filled with 
cardboard boxes, tearing a flap of one off, stepping, again, into the 
hall, stepping down into the bedroom, pulling up the little plastic 
spout in the top of the bottle with his fingernail, squirting a part 
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of the contents over the console and dresser, simple, really. But he 
stepped back anyway, as if to judge the quality of the work. Just an¬ 
other house destroyed, just another geek destroyed by an incendiary 
console, something that by this point was so banal that as soon as 
whatever overworked police officer who drew the short straw found 
there was an account in the victim’s name they’d close the case with 
a sense of satisfaction at a hard day’s work. And just to be sure of 
that, he reached over and clicked-on the powerstrip that connected 
everything there, the light angry and red and preceding all the oth¬ 
ers that flashed on and off to indicate various boot sequences. And 
after a moment, the television screen lit with something other than 
the manufacturer logo, the 3D console logo moving around the 
screen as colored dots appeared and disappeared until the connec¬ 
tion symbol came up, followed by the main menu, everything logged 
in all automatic, a nice neat log on some distant server somewhere 
that would predate what was going to happen next just in the right 
way as to make that same deputy’s or coroner’s evening just a lit¬ 
tle bit less paperwork intensive. Some people might’ve called that 
altruism. 

He rooted in his pocket, brought out a lighter. This was one reason 
to not take up vaping. Ratcheting a flame into existence, he held up 
the ragged end of the ripped cardboard flap and held the flame to it 
till it caught. And standing there, he watched the flame grow strong 
up the tear. Then he tossed it toward the dresser, it landing square 
atop the console. Flame spread. Stepping back, he snapped the lighter 
shut and slipped it into his pocket as he watched the roaming plasma 
for a few moments as it continued to grope along the wood, plastic 
already starting to melt, the results of one kind of petrochemical 
product radically altering another. As the acrid stench of that process 
of alteration began to gather, he turned and walked out into the hall, 
kicking empty plastic milk jugs out of the way, wading back through 
them and toward the kitchen. 

But he paused there near the table, looking down at it, and as 
smoke tendrils made their way along the ceiling to emerge into the 
dining area and caress the drywall there, he opened one of the pizza 
boxes and looked down at the contents; and as smoke continued 
along the ceiling, he lifted out a piece and started toward the front 
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door, making his way down easiest this time, but it was going to be 
the last time, so easier or not didn’t really matter. And carrying the 
slice of pizza, he made his way down the walk and toward the car. 

Standing there next to it, he knocked a couple of times against the 
trunk. 

“Say bye bye to the Fun House.” 

He stood there watching smoke emerge from around an in-window 
air-conditioner as he ate the slice of pizza. Eating and driving were a 
bad combination. People who did that sorta thing were idiots that 
had no consideration for everyone else on the road. He’d come down 
to the cmst when he heard an approaching vehicle, a vehicle otherwise 
silent but for the sound of gravel crunching beneath tires supporting 
multiple tons of weight, and he stood there with the end of the crust 
still in his mouth when he turned to look down the driveway. 


^^aomi didn’t look for smoke that she didn’t think about existing, 
and if you hadn’t known what to be looking for, or where, it’d’ve gone 
completely unremarked, submerged beneath the brightness of the 
hard-risen sun. What she concentrated on was the car directly ahead. 
And she accelerated. It was the only reasonable thing to do, from her 
perspective. From his, he stood there with the end of the piece of crust 
in his mouth and quickly surmised the opposite, and instinct tore 
between jumping in the car, or jumping away from it, and stepping 
away, if only a single step, won. But Naomi wasn’t about to risk 
hitting it, simply because she couldn’t see who’d already been inside. 
But she still accelerated, and then jerked the wheel and hit the brakes 
at a point where it’d bring the car to a stop in a way that’d do well 
enough to keep him from being able to pull out. Opening the door, 
she climbed out and looked overtop the car. He still stood there, still, 
with the pizza crust still in his mouth. Then she heard the poundings. 
And she glanced toward the trunk, then looked up at him again. 

Grabbing the end of the cmst with his offhand, he darted his other 
behind his back and under his sports coat. And at the first hint of 
that, she’d darted her hand into her jacket and’d liberated her Clock 
from her underarm holster, but she ducked down behind the car as he 
started to fire. Moving low and toward the rear, she stretched out her 
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arm and slammed closed the driver side door, more so to get it out of 
the way, rather than for worrying about anything short of a canon 
penetrating the passenger side window or door, though the outer¬ 
most body works on the opposite side of the car’d been more than 
obviously perforated enough by then, full of holes that looked just 
hke those bullet-hole decals you could buy. But she stayed low there, 
counting down as the shots continued. When they’d hit about the 
halfway mark, she started moving toward the hood, which, because 
of her skirt and heels and the gravel loosened by her braking and 
turning, wasn’t the easiest thing in the world. But when she’d hit zero, 
she came up over the sun-warmed hood and stretched out her arms 
over it and started firing, the first shot shoving him ever so slightly 
back. And staggering, he dropped the spare magazine he’d dug out 
from the carrier behind his back and under his sports jacket. And 
with the next two center-mass shots, he went down like a yet to be 
frozen side of beef that’d torn off its hook and hit the slaughterhouse 
floor. Still controlling her breathing, Naomi looked over the end of 
the pistol, over the sights, at him as he lay there unmoving. And after 
a couple of moments of this, she straightened and walked out around 
the front of the car, still looking down the length of the pistol the 
whole time. The hammering’d ceased. She glanced at the trunk as 
she approached the car, turned her gaze, again, toward what just lay 
on the ground as she came up alongside it. And she paused there, still 
holding the pistol on him as he just lay there with the pointed ends 
of his snakeskin boots aimed at the sky. 

Stepping to the side of him, she kicked the gun that lay there on 
the gravel and shoved it over into the high grass. Backing up, but 
still keeping the sights trained on him, she stepped around him again 
on the other side. Switching the Clock to one hand, she opened the 
car door with her other. It’d been more than clear by then that he 
wasn’t breathing, wasn’t to be breathing again. And she bent her 
knees in the way her skirt’d allow and reached over and found the 
trunk latch. Weapon still in hand, she stepped back and let the car 
door slam itself as she moved toward the trunk and opened it with 
her free hand. A bare foot jabbed out, but she was more than enough 
clear. “Miss Cupps.” But Reese lunged, banging around with the tire 
iron. “Sonay.” Naomi caught her wrist and held her there, looking 


176 



at her, looking at her in the face. Reese slowly canted her head to one 
side. She grinned. 

“Hi, Naomi.” 

Naomi slipped her pistol back into her jacket and helped her climb 
out. And taking the lug wrench from Reese’s grasp, she tossed it back 
into the trunk. 

“ You injured? ” She looked her over, looking for blood. She turned 
her head and noted the bruising. 

Reese grinned. 

Naomi turned and looked at the bullet-riddled car. “ We...” 

Reese craned her neck to turn and look at the house. “l haven’t 
even finished my documentary yet. ” She lightly shook her head. 
“And funerals are so stupid an ending. I hate them. The whole white 
text on a black background, X dee oh bee dash dee oh dee. ” 

The smoke, by then, that’d been coming out around the 
air-conditioner’d become much more noticeable in the morning 
light, the blacker it’d become. “Oh, shit.” Moving Reese toward 
the car, Naomi reached for the door handle, disregarded the marks 
in the shatterproof and bulletproof glass and the holes in the outer 
body works. Closing the door, she quickly pulled out her phone 
and tapped the car app and thumbed the child-lock button, the 
locks inside the doors thunking behind her. Reese looked out 
through the window as Naomi moved up the gravel drive as fast 
as she could in her dress skirt and heels, and as she watched, she 
groped for her purse that was no longer there. She looked down 
at the seat. Then, reaching toward her jacket pocket, she found 
the one phone still in there, and she pulled it out and held it up to 
the window, placing the camera lens between impact marks, but 
Naomi’d already pushed and squeezed her way up the front steps 
and disappeared through the front door. Smoke faintly curled out 
from the top of the doorway though, so the shot still had some 
drama to it. She just sat there like that awhile, holding up the phone, 
watching the screen, and by extension what was happening on the 
far side of it. But no one emerged. And, of course, nothing could 
be visible through the black-plastic-trash-bag-covered windows. 
And watching the front door onscreen, movement at the corner 
of her eye caught her attention, and she glanced away from the 
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phone and through the window, shifting the phone over to look 
at it again as in-frame Naomi came around the side of the house 
dragging a prostrate humanoid figure. Panting hard, Naomi paused, 
took a few deep breaths, and started to pull again, finally easing the 
figure down into an area of high grass, away from the house. Still 
breathing hard, she disappeared around the side of the house again. 
Reese shifted the phone upwards, watching onscreen as smoke that 
must’ve poured out through the open back door curled up in dirty, 
stringy formations over the roof Movement below caught her eye 
again, and she retrained the phone on the end of the house as Naomi 
emerged around it again, this time carrying her shoes balanced on 
her fingers as she made her way through the high grass and barefoot 
down the gravel drive. 

Still breathing hard, Naomi stopped beside the car, Reese still sit¬ 
ting there holding the phone up to the window. Oh, she was so going 
to need a shower. Sighing, she set her shoes on the roof of the car. 

Turning and leaning against the side of the car, she reached into 
her jacket and pulled out her phone and clicked it on and stroked the 
screen and brought it up to her ear. “ This’s Readmann. ” She glanced 
down into the back seat. “Sparrow is ready to return to the nest.” 
She glanced at the bullet-riddled side of the car, the puddles of goop 
that’d leaked out from around then sealed holes in the quick-heal 
tires, at the impact-marked windshield. “And we need something to 
run a flag in front of” She turned and looked at the house. Smoke’d 
started to pour out through vents in the eaves. “Yes. ” She removed 
her phone from alongside her ear and looked down at it. Stroking the 
screen, she tried to bring up a view of local fire and ambulance services, 
but this was one of those places, like so many places then, where such 
services’d finally dwindled to beyond nothing. Sighing, she looked 
over and through the backseat window, and since she was standing 
there, she thumbed the car app and thumbed the lock icon, the locks 
thunking inside the door, and she opened it to allow air to circulate. 
But Reese didn’t move, and just continued to hold the phone up 
toward the smoldering house and watch it do so onscreen. Naomi 
looked down at her own phone and stroked the screen, bringing it 
up to her ear once again. 

“Now the pizza’ll be all burnt. ” 
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Naomi looked down at her, but Reese still just held the phone up 
and looked at the screen. 


"^^aking out her bag and slamming the car door, the woman turned 
and looked overtop the beat up, old car, at the mountains in the 
distance, the sun having long set behind them, but the end of daylight 
lay only barely in sight. Turning, she started to walk around the back 
of the service station. Employees always had the longest walk of 
anybody. But she stopped at the sound of a horn, stepping back, a tow 
truck rolling up the hill and coming in by the back way, the driver 
honking as he passed her, pulling a black car behind and into the 
space near the corner, the machine clunking and hissing as it settled 
into park. 

Bag over her shoulder, she started walking toward the rear corner 
of the building. 

“Evening.” The guy called through the rolled-down cab window. 
“How’s it going?” Opening the door, he climbed down, leaving it 
open as he went back along the length of the tow truck and stopped at 
the controls. The woman stopped, watching and listening as parts of 
the machine began to vibrate and hum, the front end of the vehicle 
being lowered to the ground. He went to unhook the straps, coming 
back to the controls to raise them again so they could be tightened up 
and wouldn’t flail out the back like some medieval war engine bolted 
to a diesel. And climbing up on the running board, he leaned into 
the cab and cut the engine, slamming the door after he hopped off. 

He adjusted his cap as he walked over toward her. “Still any coffee 
left?” 

“How should I know?” 

The guy scratched the back of his neck, turned and looked at the 
vehicle. “That’s what a few tens of millions of dollars in car looks 
like, apparently.” 

“ How can you tell? ” 

The guy shrugged. 

“is’t one of the fully automated, or what?” 

“Yap. Self-driving. Self-charging. Eully electronical. Or what¬ 
ever. ” 
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“I thought they sent them fully automated tow trucks round for 

“I reckon they do.” Standing there looking at it, he slipped his 
hands into his pockets. “But they had to have it brought out to where 
one of those automatics could find it.” He snorted. “So I guess we 
aren’t completely obsolete yet.” 

“where was it?” 

“Up on Blue Creek. House burnt down up there, you know. They 
had one of those news drones and everything.” 

“Ah, you can’t trust those news drones.” Turning, she started 
around the side of the building, the guy turning, too, and walking 
along with her, walking along the asphalt out front as she stepped 
onto the concrete sidewalk, stepping onto the sidewalk himself to 
open one of the double glass doors, her passing him and stepping 
inside without comment. 

A younger woman looked up from behind the counter. “Hi, Bill.” 

The woman went around back there and slipped off her purse. And 
the younger woman looked at her. “What’re you so off about?” 

“ It’s this piss time of day. ” The older woman motioned toward the 
large windows along the front of the store, the hue of early twilight 
filling the interior and coating the aisles, even with the overhead 
fiorescents on. 

“Uh huh.” The younger woman looked at the guy and rolled her 
eyes. 

He faintly smiled and shmgged, but stopped as the older woman 
turned round. “ Say...” He leaned over the counter. “ You wanna see 
a multi-million dollar car?” 

The younger woman laughed and smiled. “You’ve got a multi¬ 
million dollar car now, huh? I guess you won’t be wanting any more 
lottery tickets then.” 

“ I’ll have you know that I have the potential to live a dream today. ” 
“uh huh.” 

“I do.” 

“uh huh.” 

“So you want to see it?” 

“You’re being serious?” 

“ There’s only one way you can find out. ” 




The younger woman smirked at him from behind the counter. 
Someone came in. She stepped out of the way for the older woman 
to come up to the register. The guy looked over his shoulder. “Hey, 
John, I thought when you grew up you weren’t supposed to play in 
the mud no more.” 

“Well, you know...” He’d pulled out his wallet. “You ahead?” 

“what? Naw. Go ahead.” 

John stepped up to the counter. “Twenty five on the highway 
diesel. ” He laid cash on the counter as the older woman tapped at the 
keys on the register, and the cash drawer made its opening sounds. 

“You know, John,” the younger woman smiled, “some places 
people pay to get covered in mud like that. ” 

“Well, aren’t I lucky that I get paid to do it then?” 

The younger woman smiled and laughed. 

The older woman looked round at her as she closed the cash drawer. 
“Did the dog food come in?” She tore off the receipt and handed it 
across the counter and placed it in John’s upturned palm and weighted 
it down with the change. 

“ Nope. ” The younger woman undipped her name tag as she passed 
around and between the stuff stacked at the back of the behind the 
counter and squeezed out against the locked-away cigarette and cigar 
and chaw display that looked like its own little one-sided partial 
panopticon. 

Sifting out the dollars from the coins, John turned away from the 
counter and stepped toward the door. 

“See yuh later, ” the guy said. 

“ See yuh. ” Slipping the change into his pocket, John pushed open 
the door and stepped out onto then off the concrete walk and started 
across the cracked asphalt toward his tmck. 

The guy turned toward the counter again. 

“You know,” the younger woman said, as she came round the 
knife display, “I’ve always had a dream about seeing the inside of a 
million-dollar car.” 

Walking along with her, the guy opened the door. “Your wish is 
my command.” He stepped out onto the sidewalk and let the door 
close. “But I have to warn you, ” he said, slipping his hands into his 
pockets, “this beast’s sexier than just the standard affair. ” 



Stopped there, the younger woman smirked. “Oh?” She moved 
aside to allow someone past. “And how’s that?” 

“This one’s got bullet holes. ” 

“Uhhuh.” 

He pulled a hand from his pocket and motioned, “if you want 
proof, all you gotta do is finger them. ” 

Smirking at him, she shook her head. He shrugged and returned 
his hand to his pocket and started walking. 

Walking together, they continued along the walk and dropped off 
to head around the side of the building. 

Behind them, out on the road, as the twilight wore on, another 
black car rolled by, headed back toward Helena and the interstate. 


"^^apping his boots on the back step, dried mud cmmbled down into 
the high grass around the post. Stepping up, and already holding his 
keys, he squinted at the lock in the late twilight. One of these days he 
was sure he’d go through bedrock and hit somewhere near the center 
of the Earth. Magma and stufFd start pouring out. There’d probably 
be some kind of money in that. He opened the door and stepped into 
the darkened interior, closing the door behind himself before he 
reached for the light switch. They’d probably make a movie about 
it. Dropping his keys on the table, he started to unbutton the cuffs 
on his long-sleeved shirt. According to the nature documentaries, 
animals were supposed to coat themselves in mud to protect against 
mosquitoes and the like. So much for that evolutionary adaption. 
He started toward the laundry room, but stopped, looking down at 
his boots, and laying the shirt over the back of a chair, he squatted 
and started to untie them, his knees complaining, or what was left of 
them. Too old for this. 

“ Shit. ” Pulling his boots off, he set them back on the mg and stood 
and lifted the shirt and walked in his sockin feet across the hardwood. 

Pausing, he dropped the shirt on the back of another chair. And 
turning, he stepped toward the freezer, pulling out a pizza box and 
laying it on the counter. Running his fingers down the length of the 
flaps, he popped the cold glue, so much easier than tearing it where it 
was supposed to be torn, and he carried it down the counter and set it 
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by the toaster oven, reaching into a drawer for the scissors while the 
toaster oven warmed. Making double sure to remove the cardboard 
this time, he popped it in and turned and walked through the living 
room. Snatching the remote as he walked, he turned on the tv and 
selected the local news app in three clicks, only glancing at the ad 
on the loading screen as he stepped toward the hall. Turning and 
reaching through a darkened doorway, he flicked-on the laundry 
room light. He popped open the front of the machine, glancing 
at what already lay inside, taking a moment to confirm that it was 
indeed dirty too, before he straightened and started to pull his t-shirt 
over his head. But leaning down to toss that in, he grumbled to 
himself and turned and walked out into the hall and down through 
the living room and into the kitchen to snatch the mud-caked long- 
sleeve shirt off the back of the chair, glancing at the lighted toaster 
oven as he turned and went into the living room. 

“... prevented what could’ve been another serious forest fire. As you 
can see from our News lo drone, Tom, tonight there’s almost nothing 
left of this house at the top of Blue Creek. And without quick thinking 
on the part of another local resident, things could have been much 
worse.” 

He’d stopped there, watching the images onscreen, an older man 
standing in front of an old pump truck that must’ve matched his age. 

“I just figured, you know, like the old saying, where there’s smoke 
there’s fire. Can’t be too careful the way it is these days.” 

“As stated earlier, Tom, the house unfortunately was a complete 
loss. Fortunately, the resident was found to be safe, though was de¬ 
scribed as being seriously dehydrated as well as suffering several other 
unspecified injuries, and he was subsequently airlifted to Asheville 
Regional Medical Center, due to, as you may remember, the closing of 
Harris Regional Hospital in neighboring Jackson county a little over six 
months ago now. However, Tom, tonight, questions, it seems, are just 
beginning as the local sheriffs department begins its investigation into 
the origins of this fire. Some are already speculating that this might 
have been yet another video game console-related incident, which can 
only add fuel to the fire in the capital as debate continues to rage on 
this issue. For News lo, I’m Meg Lotte.” 

Standing there, shirt still in hand, John didn’t really pay attention 
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to the next segment, even though he was technically looking at the 
screen. And as the news rolled on, he turned and went back down the 
hallway and went into the laundry room. 

Reaching into the big sink there beside the washing machine, 
he pulled out the things already piled in it from the day before and 
leaned over and threw them in all together. 

After filling the machine, closing the door, listening to it play 
its little tune after he touched the power button, listening to it beep 
as he turned the dial and touched the panel where it was supposed 
to be touched, listening to it click and clack as it locked the door, 
listening to it hum as it started round, listening to the pump roar in 
its pump-like fashion, listening to it do its initial spin of the drum, 
listening to the sounds of sloshing water first flowing into it, he stood 
there naked in front of it, barefoot, his hands and wrists and neck 
and face dirt stained, stood there watching as wet clothes and sudsy 
water tumbled and sloshed round and round and round and round 
and round. 

“shit.” 


^^eese held the phone up to the window to look at the darkened 
hospital in the distance, lights from the sports bar up the hill on the 
opposite side of the highway mining the shot by reflecting in the 
glass. “ Can we roll down the window? ” 

Naomi glanced back at her. “We don’t want to let the 
air-conditioning out.” 

Reese shifted right-ways in her seat. “Humans didn’t evolve in 
air-conditioning anyway. ” The light from the screen illuminated the 
frames of her glasses, casting shadow lines across her face behind them. 
“Have you seen the news about how many old people’ve died around 
here because of power failures taking out air-conditioners?” She 
giggled to herself “Daddy’s eugenics plan’s going exactly according 
to plan.” 

“That’s not very funny. ” 

“I guess.” Reese didn’t look up from the screen. “The reception 
really sucks round here, you know. ” She settled into tapping the 
screen with her thumbs. 
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Naomi glanced into the rearview mirror. “ So what are you typing? ” 

“Stuff.” 

“Maybe you should let me have the phone for a while.” Naomi 
cut her eyes downwards and turned her head as if she were going to 
look over her shoulder. 

Reese didn’t reply, but just continued to tap the screen with her 
thumbs. 

Turning her head and cutting her eyes forward, Naomi leaned her 
head back against the seat and stretched her neck side to side. 

“ Can I have my purse? ” 

Naomi rested the back of her head against the seat a moment, 
“what do you need it for?” 

“Well, if you’d tell me where to order one of those fancy harnesses 
like you keep everything in under your jacket, I wouldn’t need one, 
would I? ” 

Naomi glanced toward the rearview mirror. “What if I traded you 
the purse for the phone?” 

Reese didn’t reply, but just continued to tap the screen with her 
thumbs. 

Letting things simmer awhile, Naomi cut her eyes toward the 
dark highway ahead, unlit by everything but the red and blue safety 
lighting of the illuminated trim, the multicolored outline of the car 
sketched in the darkness with a luminescence that made it seem an 
object without volume. 

“You know what the White Rabbit says?” 

Naomi glanced into the rearview mirror. “What’s that?” 

“I’m late. I’m late. I’m late.” She was still looking down at the 
phone, tapping the screen with both thumbs, the light of it illumi¬ 
nating her and the back seat. “But wouldn’t it be interesting if he 
said something else?” 

“what would that be?” Leaning over, Naomi opened the glove 
compartment and produced a pill bottle, opening the child-proof cap 
and shake-tapping one of the contents into her palm. Dancing with 
her hands to keep hold of the pill and to replace the cap, she leaned 
over, again, and returned the bottle to the glove compartment. And 
righting herself in her seat, she opened the cooler compartment in 
the armrest between seats and pulled out the remaining water bottle 
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and broke the seal. Turning, she offered the water bottle and held 
out her open palm. “Sonay.” 

“Hm?” 

“It’s time to get some sleep.” 

“I haven’t told you what the White Rabbit should say.” 

“what should he say?” 

“I’m early. I’m early. I’m early.” 

“Somehow it doesn’t have the same urgency to it.” 

“ Oh, but it’s worse. ” She still didn’t look up from the screen. 
“Wouldn’t you rather be late meeting death?” 

“I don’t know. I hear she’s pretty cute.” 

Reese looked up at her, looked at what she held in her hands. “Uh 
uh.” She shook her head. “That’s stuff icky. And it’s bad for you.” 
She looked down at the phone. “You should never drink that stuff.” 
She tapped the screen with her thumbs. 

“You need to sleep.” 

“Sleep’s for mammals. ” 

“And what are you?” 

“Reporter girls are only descended from mammalian-/ffee ances¬ 
tors. We split off the tree a long time ago.” 

“Well, I’m sure you still have enough DNA in common for this to 
still work.” 

Reese didn’t look up from the phone, the oblong rectangle of light 
illuminating the frames of her glasses, casting shadow lines across 
her face behind them, and reflecting solely in the blacks of her eyes 
as she stroked the screen. “l can’t take them without apples sauces.” 

“We’ve only got water.” 

“So, you see, I can’t take them.” 

Naomi turned and set the open water bottle in the cup holder so 
she could lightly screw on the cap again. Leaning over, she opened the 
glove compartment and took out the pill bottle again, sitting back 
in her seat as she opened it. Dropping the pill inside with the rest, 
she re-capped it and returned it to the glove compartment. Reaching 
into her jacket, she produced her phone, stroking the screen and 
starting to tap. 

The car changed lanes, aiming for the break in the median ahead, 
and then they were heading back down the mountain. 
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Reese giggled to herself. Naomi glanced into the rearview mirror 
as she replaced her phone inside her jacket. 

Passing the Best Eastern again, Reese leaning over and taking a 
picture again, the car turned off just down the highway at a service 
station. 

“I’ll be back in a minute.” Naomi climbed out, leaving the air- 
conditioning mnning, the car doors automatically thunking behind 
her, the car otherwise silent. Reese glanced up from the screen to 
watch her walk away, open one of the double glass doors, and disappear 
inside among the aisles. She looked back down at the phone. 

And she didn’t look up when the car door opened and Naomi 
climbed in and leaned over to drop a plastic bag in the passenger seat 
and closed the door. 

Naomi touched the screen in the dash and the car backed out 
of the parking space and headed for the highway, merging with 
nonexistent traffic as she leaned over and reached into the plastic 
bag and pulled out one of the half-cup-sized, clear-plastic, single¬ 
serve containers of applesauce and peeled back the plastic-foil cover 
and extracted the mini-spoon that came with it wrapped in plastic. 
Setting it on the dash, she opened the glove compartment again and 
opened the pill bottle again and popped one into her palm again, 
then returned the pill bottle to the glove compartment again before 
she lifted the applesauce container and dropped the pill in, folding 
it into the applesauce with the mini-spoon. Shifting in the seat, she 
turned to offer it. 

But Reese didn’t look up from the screen. 

“Eat something and get a little sleep. ” 

“I told you I don’t have to sleep.” 

“Then just eat something.” 

“I’m not hungry.” 

“Ifyou have a snack. I’ll keep the WiEi on until you go to sleep. 
But since you’re not going to go to sleep, then that shouldn’t matter. ” 

Reese paused. 

“Well?” 

Clicking the phone off, bluish light no longer bathing her or the 
side of the back seat she sat on, she set it down beside her. And she 
reached forward and took the applesauce container. 
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Naomi turned and watched her in the rearview mirror. 

“This stuff doesn’t taste anything at all like what Mrs Walrus 
brings. ” But Reese continued to ferry the mini-spoon to her mouth as 
she looked out the window at the darkened mountainside, a darkness 
broken only by the few house lights and pole lights here and there in 
the distance below. 

“You’ve wasted a lot of time, you know. ” 

Reese didn’t reply. 

“If you’d been working, you could’ve almost had it done by now, 
I bet.” 

“ It’s just a stupid movie. ” She ferried another mini-spoonful of 
applesauce to her mouth. “Everybody watches movies, so what’s the 
point?” 

“I saw you had added a new character. ” 

Reese didn’t reply. 

“You could’ve told me about it if you hadn’t run off.” She contin¬ 
ued to look at her in the mirror, but Reese just continued to look out 
the window as she ferried mini-spoonfuls of applesauce to her mouth. 
“So why did you give him a snake head?” 

“Everything’s gotta have a villain, don’t it?” She ferried another 
mini-spoonful of applesauce to her mouth, worked her jaw round, 
even though there’d been no technical reason to. “l think I’ll give 
him some kind of hat. Bad characters should always have something 
on their head.” She compressed her lips round the mini-spoon, with¬ 
drawing it from her mouth. After a moment, she looked down at the 
empty container, only thin, unspoonable trails of applesauce streaked 
here and there along the transparent plastic. “I’m done with this. ” 
She offered it to Naomi, who turned in her seat and accepted it. 

“Let me see your tongue.” 

Reese stuck it out. 

“Sonay.” 

Reese huffed, but opened her mouth and pulled back her tongue. 
“Guuuu.” 

“What?” 

“Guuuuuuuu.” 

“what, Sonay?” 

Reese closed her mouth. “How am I supposed to answer questions 
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with my mouth open? ” She grinned. “ Besides, if you want to see how 
well my tongue works, all you have to do is ask.” She reached over 
and lifted the phone again, clicking it on, backlight illuminating 
her face and reflecting solely in the blacks of her eyes. 

Naomi turned in her seat and reached toward the trash compart¬ 
ment and stroked the touch sensor, and the bin folded open, and 
she dropped the empty applesauce container in with the torn foil 
wrappers and a scrunched empty plastic water bottle. Straightening 
in her seat, she allowed the bin to close automatically. And looking 
into the rearview mirror, she watched Reese’s backlight-illuminated 
face, watched her eyes slowly close, then open, slower and slower each 
time, her thumbs slower too, till the phone slid from her hands and 
into her lap and she lay back against the seat with her eyes closed. 

Leaning forward, Naomi tapped the display in the dash, and chang¬ 
ing lanes, the car eventually slowed and pulled into the rest area on the 
far side of Balsam, stopping in the pole-light illuminated parking lot. 

Climbing out, Naomi opened the rear door and pulled the blanket 
from the compartment behind the driver seat and laid it over Reese, 
lifting the phone from Reese’s lap as she did so. She paused, Reese 
mumbling. “... get outa bed with no mouths...” Naomi adjusted the 
blanket. 

And shutting the door softly, she climbed back in, pulling her own 
closed before she touched the controls, looking over her shoulder and 
watching the rear seat recline slightly, Reese faintly shifting beneath 
the cover, mumbled words swallowed by the faint sounds of the air- 
conditioning. Leaning over, Naomi entered the pin for the safety 
compartment, placing the phone inside with her spare pistol and the 
wire cutters and the stun gun and the knife and the box cutter and the 
leftover RH-5, which’d been formed into a roughly vaguely man-alike 
figure with really big feet and hands. Straightening, she allowed the 
safety compartment to automatically close. And reaching over, she 
touched the display in the dash, the car backing out of the parking 
space, headed for the highway, merging with nonexistent traffic as she 
leaned down and pulled off her heels and dropped them in the floor¬ 
boards, and she touched the controls to adjust the recline on her own 
seat, leaning back and watching the highway ahead as her eyes closed, 
and they continued along the night-darkened road toward home. 



^tick in hand. A clear, fine day. She looked across into the passenger 
seat, him in all his birthday suit glory reflected double in her pink- 
tinted aviator frames, the small black leather collar, the little brass- 
colored name tag twinkling in the sunshine and reflecting a golden- 
pink version of the reflections from her aviator frames, reflecting 
back and forth forever. She whistled; he looked over at her. Laughing, 
she looked out toward the infinite horizon. Looking out to the left: 
a bird formation flew resembling a ‘w’ or an ‘m’ and headed in the 
same direction toward infinity as they. Below— 

A punch sent her round in her harness, pulling it tight against her 
chest and her chest tight against it, right side up becoming sideways 
left then upside down backward then on and on, black-cloudy sky 
confused with ground, both rolling over and over, the sun having 
gone, the world going whipstitch round, not half as mad as the gyro¬ 
scope and the spinning needles and the stick that’d gone all floppy 
in her hands, rolling over and over and over and over and up toward 
the ground and away from the sky, round round round round round 
round round round round round round round round round round 
down down down down down down down down down down down 
down down down down down down down down down down down 
down down down down down down down down down down down 
down down down down 


*X*he dialogue box on the tv: are you still watching this pro¬ 
gram? 

Sitting up, Christina closed her eyes and rubbed the heels of her 
palms into her eyelids, momentarily producing rainbow colors. 

Sitting there beside her on the couch, his neck craned back overtop 
it, he turned his head toward her. “Nightmare?” 

“Depends on how you mean.” She looked round for the remote 
in the darkness of the room lit only by the glow of the screen. 

“You wanna talk about it?” 

Leaning forward, gripping the couch arm, she snatched it off the 
carpet and came back up, thumbing the semi-clicky button and bring¬ 
ing back the home screen. 

Reaching over, he rubbed her back through her shirt. 



she mashed the button with the pad-printed down arrow, scrolling 
down the menu, the tv emitting a feedback pop to coincide with 
each pop of the semi-clicky remote button. 

“I have a question.” 

“Pets aren’t supposed to have questions.” She continued to scroll 
through shows and movies. “They’re just there to provide pleasure 
and satisfaction for their owners.” 

“And what happens when they piss on the rug?” 

“They get punished, of course.” 

“Promises.” He moved his hand down to her lower back. “Did 
you used to dream about flying when you were a little girl? ” 

“of course.” She continued to scroll through shows and movies. 

“You know what they say you’re dreaming about when you’re 
dreaming about flying.” 

“ Quiet, puppy. Mommy’s busy right now. Otherwise you won’t 
get any treats. ” 

He leaned over, his lips near her ear. “Time to wake up. Master.” 


^he glanced up at him from where she’d leaned over against his 
shoulder, him looking down at her. 

“What?” 

“You were talking in your sleep. ” He slightly smiled. 

Sitting up, Christina closed her eyes and rubbed the heels of her 
palms into her eyelids, momentarily producing rainbow colors, 
“what time is it?” 

“Late.” 

The television played on silently; an earbud dangled down and lay 
on his chest, its mate in his ear, both connected to the remote which 
sat propped on the couch arm beside him. 

He still looked at her. “Don’t you want to know what you were 
saying?” 

“No. ” She felt as though she should yawn, but nothing came up. 
“And you’re hereby ordered to forget it. Top secret. Understand?” 

“Yes, mam.” 

She shifted and leaned over against him again. “What’s this?” 

“The remake of Homeward Bound. ” 



“what do you mean a remake?” She reached over and lifted the 
other earbud and pulled it toward her and stuck it in her ear. “Did 
they computer generate Sally Field back for this one too?” 

“This one’s a remake of one from the sixties.” 

“Liar.” 

“I can prove it.” He reached over for the remote; but she reached 
over and tapped his stomach. 

“Leave it.” 

So he put his hand down again, and after a while he moved his other 
arm down over her. “Did I tell you about the dream I had last night?” 

“They say if you’re dreaming about flying, you’re dreaming about 
fucking, you know?” 

“Hm?” 

She shook her head as best she could without removing it from 
against him. Over the sounds of barking dogs coming through the 
earbud, she said, “So what kinds of pervy things do puppies dream 
about?” 

“I was a ghost haunting an inflnite maze of Japanese public re¬ 
strooms, trying to solve the mystery of a serial killer who was abduct¬ 
ing and murdering young girls. ” 

She rested her hand on his stomach. “Why can’t you have normal 
puppy dog dreams? ” 

“Like about flying or sex?” 

“Turn it down a bit.” 

He reached up and touched the remote. 

“Better?” 

“Uh hm.” 

“ Don’t they also say that if you’re dreaming about sex, you’re really 
dreaming about something else?” 

“Are you watching educational TV now, or something? Hm?” 

“I just wonder something. ” 

“And what’s that?” 

“If dreaming about flying is dreaming about sex, and dreaming 
about sex is dreaming about something else, then what’s it mean if 
you dream about sex while you’re flying?” 

She shifted and glanced up at him. And he looked down at her, 
silent until she shifted and rested her head on him again and faced 
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the TV. “Don’t get all edgumakated with me. Just be a good puppy 
and go fetch something. ” 

“what do you want?” 

“Not now.” 

“When?” 

“Later.” 

“Yes, Mistress.” 

“I’ve told you it’s Master. ” 

“Yes, Mistress.” 

“ God, we’ve got a lotta work to do with you. ” 

“Yes, Mistress.” 
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Later 



sat there tethered to the wall, one leg stuck out at an angle 
toward the power outlet, looking down at a book because he hadn’t 
wanted to bother to stretch an extension cord to try and watch tv at 
the same time. 

Passing by, down the hall, John stopped. “Quarter till two, right?” 

“Yeah. ” Mathew sighed. But he didn’t look up, and John contin¬ 
ued down the hallway. Mathew continued to try and not look up 
from the page, even if the markings across it, as with seemingly all 
the rest of those interior surfaces, try as he might, still didn’t make 
any sense. He’d looked at it too many times over the intervening 
months; and he couldn’t’ve been blamed if he’d thought that hunk 
of plastic and electronics’d be hanging there forevermore. It beeped, 
and he closed the book and set it on the lamp stand so he could lean 
forward and unhook the usb connector and adjust his sock and slip 
his foot into his shoe. He stood, walking out into the hall and down 
into the kitchen. He paused there looking round. 

“ Lose something? ” John stood there with his keys in his hand and 
the door open. 

“I hope not.” Mathew followed him out and pulled the door 
closed behind himself, making sure the automatic lock’d set before 
he started down the steps and moved around the car. 

John’d already climbed into the driver seat. “Maybe we should 
have a party. ” 

“Please god no.” Mathew pulled the door closed. 

“ Stew and Netflix then? ” Starting the car, John looked over, but 
Mathew just looked straight ahead and didn’t reply. Turning and 
looking over his shoulder, John backed out of the driveway without 
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further comment. And the only sounds were those of the motor and 
the air-conditioning. 

“I had a dream last night,” John said. Mathew didn’t look over 
at him. “l dreamnt I was drilling a well up on Wickmack. You tell 
me what’s the use of dreaming about the things you already do when 
you’re awake, huh?” 

“I don’t know.” 

John drove on. For a while, the only sounds were those of the 
motor and the air-conditioning. 

After they’d emerged onto the main road, Mathew sat there look¬ 
ing at the high grass and small trees growing in the median. “You 
remember when I was sixteen?” 

“which part of it?” John didn’t take his eyes off the road. 

“I went to the orthodontist to get my braces out. It was supposed 
to be such a relief” He paused as he watched the grass and some 
not-so-small trees go by. “Except they left the ones right across the 
front top teeth.” 

“Well, the same moral doesn’t apply to every story.” 

They came down the hill toward the Helena bridge, crossing over it 
and passing through the intersection and starting up through where 
the road ran through blasted-out solid rock and up onto a stretch 
of interstate. “ Hey, look, could’ve been worse. You could’ve done 
something like fart in public and got on the sex offender registry. ” 
A silent pause followed, marred only by the sound of their own and 
those other gasoline motors passing on the highway, the blowing 
of the air-conditioner. “Sorry.” It was just that work releases for 
medical debt were so banal as to inspire nothing and therefore left 
only room for such silence as preceded and followed his apology, the 
silence that such humor’d been supposed to alleviate, only to lengthen 
it, the vengeance of banality, leaving only the sounds of the motor 
and the passing motors and the blowing of the air-conditioning 
again. 

So they went on, the tires rolling over the cracks in the asphalt, 
over the crumbling remnants and ghosts of rumble strips cut on the 
wrong side of the white line, motion and variances playing a kind 
of bad tune that seemed to tug at memories that maybe couldn’t’ve 
ever’ve existed as anything but such. 
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“I started crying while we were sitting in the parking lot to pull 

John turned his head to make sure it was clear as he merged. “So 
you’ll be stuck around my place a little longer. Could still be worse. ” 
He reached for the turn signal. 

Mathew didn’t reply to this. 

Driving on, the both of them silent, John turned and started along 
the circuitous route that’d lead them up to the sherifPs department 
and courthouse. “How long ’fore you think they make these manual 
jobs—handjobs—ain’t that the young whippet snapper’s new slang 
these days?” He didn’t look over to see how Mathew was reacting to 
this. “So how long you think before they make ’em illegal, hm?” 

Pulling into a parking space, he dropped into park and looked over, 
leaving the engine running, the air-conditioner blowing. 

“You good?” 

“what... ? ” Mathew looked over at him. He turned to look at the 
brick wall straight ahead. “Yeah.” Opening the door, he climbed 
out and walked toward the double glass doors, and pulling one open, 
he stepped into the air-conditioned interior. 


fitting there with the car still idling so the air-conditioning could 
keep doing what the name implied, John shifted and pulled his phone 
from his pocket. Either die of heat death now or add a little more 
carbon to the atmosphere to die of a heatier death later. In the interest 
of being productive, he loaded the coupon app, scrolling through 
headshots of prospects of the possible ghosts of breakfasts and lunches 
and dinners yet to be, tapping one with his thumb here and there, 
waiting for the image to blow up to screen size, tapping that, tapping 
the menu, watching it shrink and arc away into the corner to be 
added to his account for the next time he went in, provided they 
didn’t expire before that. Volatile things those. 

Light glinted off metal and glass. He looked up, someone coming 
out, someone in uniform, and he looked down at his phone again as 
they started down the walk toward the chain-linked area at the far 
end of the building. 

He was still a hundred-thirty points shy of a free turkey. 



Swiping round and tapping, he got round to the web browser and 
started tapping out a search for ways to deep fry a turkey, which led 
down the path of videos of deep frying a turkey going horribly and 
flamingly wrong, which led to an article about a woman dying from 
undertaking a thirty-day turkey-gravy cleanse. 

Light glinted off metal and glass, but differently now that the 
day’d worn on a little and the planet’d changed its relative position 
in regards to the sun. He looked up, someone coming out, obscured 
by glint and glare till they came around the side of the car. Reach¬ 
ing over, he depressed the unlock button, mechanisms within the 
car doors chunking. He looked back down at his phone as Mathew 
climbed in. “if you had to eat a gallon of turkey gravy a day do you 
think you’d drink it like a shake or eat it like soup? ” He looked up. 
Glancing at the chit in Mathew’s hand, he clicked-off his phone and 
shifted to slip it into his pocket. “That’s it, I take it. ” 

Mathew held it up. 

“Alright then. Off we go?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Hey,” John said. Mathew looked over. “Buckle up.” Mathew 
glanced down at himself “There’s no use in getting a ticket coming 
out of the fucking courthouse parking lot.” 

Transferring the chit from one hand to the other, Mathew reached 
round himself and pulled the belt out and shifted to lock it in place. 
John did the same. And looking round twice to make sure he didn’t 
back into any deputy car, he carefully reversed and turned and started 
across the parking lot so they could wind their way back down the 
hill. He glanced over once, Mathew just sitting there in the seat with 
the colored slip of paper in hand, silent. 

“ I should’ve brought the internet bill to pay, ” John said. Stopping 
at the sign at the bottom of the hill, he glanced up the way, then 
across the way at the road leading up to the old mall area and the 
post office, the former bowling alley, white covering paint pealing 
off the sign as if to preview the announcement of its phoenix-like 
re-emergence into existence; but there was nothing coming, and he 
turned out onto the road, heading for town, turning across at the 
intersection before the park, cutting up and around and behind it 
and past the public pool, coming down the road by the Kingsly police 
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building, and turning out to run alongside the railway tracks and 
the river till he’d passed the fire station and turned down behind the 
paper plant. “Smells good today.” He glanced out over the piles of 
mulch and old cardboard and decommissioned railway cars that’d 
msted inside out to the point that they looked like nightmares on 
wheels. Overhead, the stacks sent great big white puffs into the sky. 
“One of these days they’re gonna come down here and photo and 
laser scan this place to drop it into a Silent Hill game,” John said. 
Mathew looked down at the river as they ran along beside it, the 
river eventually turning away, replaced by the dmv building and 
a run of storage facilities. And passing the intersection to turn up 
toward the health department, he flicked-on the turn signal and 
pulled in at the offices for Sunderland Cable and Internet, which 
might aswell’ve been called WNC Cable and Internet, or something, 
because it was the only such thing in the five neighboring counties, 
its offices here a small rented space between a nail salon and a dentist’s 
office that seemed more like it’d been built in the alley between the 
two buildings, the front of it only barely wide enough for the door 
and a half-span of glued-up, recycled-plastic brickwork on each side 
that mated with the masonry brickwork of the buildings on either 
side, but not exactly, due to the variances between molds. And that 
door was what was right in front of them when John put the car into 
park. John held out his hand. “There you go.” 

After a moment, still holding the chit in hand, Mathew reached 
down and unhooked the belt. 

“ Relax, ” John said. 

But Mathew didn’t reply as he opened the door and climbed out. 
He’d almost shut the door when John leaned his head across the seat. 
“Mind if I come in?” And Mathew paused there with one hand still 
on the hot car door, the chit still gripped in his other. “I’ve never 
seen one of these things come off before. ” 

“I guess.” 

“You sure you don’t mind?” 

Mathew shook his head. 

“Because if you do all you’ve gotta do is—” 

“Fine.” 

“You’re sure?” 
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“Fine.” 

Sitting back, John unhooked his seat belt, leaving the engine idling 
as he climbed out and shut the door. And pausing there, he looked 
overtop the car. “Well, you going or not?” Mathew still stood there 
holding the car door open. Looking away from the glass-and-metal 
front door of the building, he too looked overtop the car. John 
motioned toward the cable offices. Mathew looked that way. Then, 
shutting the door, he stepped up onto the curb, John alongside him, 
John reaching out and grabbing the door handle before him, mo¬ 
tioning for him to go in. 

Technically, there’d’ve been room for two people to stand shoulder 
to shoulder in the interior, but John stayed slightly back. He glanced 
down at the stiff gray carpet, a surface he always had to looked down 
at, something about it like treading on a physical instantiation of bad 
memories that occasionally proved undead enough to shift underfoot. 
Other than the carpet, there was the poster on the wall, which he 
looked up at after looking down at the carpet, which he always did 
every time he entered this room. And then he looked at the egg-white 
painted walls, the paint having an eggshell finish too, it seemed, so 
it was hard to tell if you were looking at the inside of a giant egg or 
some kind of surround-visual, multi-dimensional projection of the 
outside of one. Finally, he looked up at the popcorn ceiling tiles. And 
then, as always, he looked down at the sound of the glass window set 
into the wall sliding open. 

“ How may we help you today? ” 

It could’ve been assumed that the window would be matched to the 
height of someone seated on the far side of the glass, but the woman 
seated there’d had to jack the chair down till her legs splayed beneath 
the counter and her knees touched the drywall, while, standing there 
before it, Mathew had to stoop over. 

“I’m here to return a piece of equipment.” 

“Please place the equipment in the tray, sir.” She leaned forward 
to push out a drawer that was mounted below the sliding window, so 
it closed on her side and opened on his. 

“ It’s... not... a different type of equipment. ” 

“You should’ve specified personalized equipment, sir.” 

“Sorry.” 
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she pulled the drawer open on her side, closing it on his. 

“Is this personal personal equipment or other?” 

“Other.” 

“We will need the specified receipt of release form.” 

He held up his hand, the paper still grasped tightly. 

“Please place the specified receipt of release form in the tray, sir.” 
She leaned forward to close the drawer, so it opened on his side. And 
he placed the chit inside, the drawer closing so fast it almost caught 
the tips of his fingers. The woman slid the glass closed. 

On the opposite side of the glass, the woman pecked at a computer 
keyboard, the sound like rubber boots lightly pounding on a raincoat. 
After a while of listening to this, he slipped his hands into his pockets 
as he stood there leaned over toward the glass. 

The woman slid the glass open. “ I have verified the specified receipt 
of release form, however, I also have to verify the current status of 
your account.” She slid the glass closed and started to type, again. 
After a while, she slid the glass open again. “Sir, since your billing 
cycle ended yesterday, you will need to fulfill this month’s obligation 
before we can issue a request for a return of equipment.” 

“Urn...” 

Something printed; reaching over, she pulled it from the printer 
and slipped the sheet into the drawer and pushed it closed, so it opened 
on his side. “Would you prefer to keep the equipment until the end 
of the next billing cycle?” 

“No....” 

“ You will find the pre-payment amount for this billing cycle on the 
sheet. A statement showing the automated drafting to your checking 
account on file with your account should arrive in the mail in seven to 
fourteen business days. However, if insufficient funds were present, an 
additional charge will be issued. And if the bill remains outstanding 
ten days following the start of your billing cycle it will be marked as 
late and an insufficient-overdue charge will be added in addition to 
the standard overdue charge. Do you understand this, sir?” 

“Yes.” 

“Please take the receipt, sir.” 

He removed the sheet of paper from the drawer, almost getting 
the tips of his fingers caught as it closed. 
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“So you are returning the equipment now?” 

“Yes.” 

She typed something, leaned over toward the printer to snatch a 
sheet of paper, dropped it in, and closed the drawer on her side, so 
it opened on his. “There will also be an equipment return charge 
and processing fee. Following processing, the equipment will also be 
evaluated, and based on the equipment’s condition, a charge will be 
issued against your account based upon the evaluated condition of 
the equipment. If the equipment is beyond its service life, an end- 
of-service-life charge may also be issued.” She reached toward the 
printer, and before he could reach into the drawer, she pulled it open 
on her side and dropped the second piece of paper atop the first and 
pushed it closed so it opened on his side. “There will also be a leased- 
equipment cleaning fee.” She reached toward the printer, and before 
he could reach into the drawer, she pulled it open on her side, so it 
closed on his side, and dropped the third piece of paper atop the first 
two and pushed it closed on her side, so it opened on his. “Do you 
understand this, sir?” 

“Yes.” 

“Please take the receipt, sir.” 

He removed the sheets of paper from the drawer. Because she was 
typing, she didn’t immediately pull it open on her side again, so it 
remained open on his side. “Please step toward the return receptacle. 

Turning as best he could, John stepping back as best he could, 
John’s back brushing against the glass and steel door to the outside, 
Mathew stepped in front of the white door next to the sliding glass 
window. 

“ Please place the equipment in the return receptacle. ” The woman 
slid the glass closed. 

Putting his hands against the doorjamb for balance, Mathew stuck 
the lower part of his leg through the tall, narrow, doggy-style door 
at the bottom of it. Sounds came from the far side of the door. And 
he tried not to say ‘ow’ or jerk this time, in the hopes of avoiding a 
lack-of-courtesy charge. He winced, grit his teeth. 

The woman slid the glass open. “Please remove any equipment 
not meant to be returned, sir. ” 


203 



He pulled his leg out, his leg weirdly lighter and less bulky. And he 
stood there a moment or two looking down at it as if he were afraid 
to shift his weight onto it. What leg hairs remained on his ankle 
seemed to uniformly sigh in painful relief, all while standing up and 
feeling prickly. 

The drawer slid open on his side. “Your receipt of receipt, sir.” 

Taking the half step to step in front of the window, he lifted out 
the sheet of paper, holding it there in his hand with all the others. 
The drawer snapped closed on his side. 

“Will that be all today, sir?” 

“Yes.” 

The woman slid the glass closed and started to type. Then, af¬ 
ter a couple moments, she slid it open again. “Would you like to 
upgrade your plan? At the next level you can extend your range by 
one-hundred-seventy-five feet. That would be fifty dollars a month 
in addition to what you are paying now.” She paused, hands hover¬ 
ing over the keyboard, looking at the screen. “No.... ” She reached 
for the mouse, moved it, and clicked. “You’ve already returned that 
equipment. ” She typed a few strokes. “Do you have any equipment 
that you are picking up today? ” 

“No.” 

She typed a few strokes. “ Do you have any other equipment that 
you are returning?” 

“No.” 

She typed a few strokes. “ Okay then. Your receipt copies and copies 
of your receipt of receipts should arrive in seven to fourteen business 
days. And in the event of any further inquiry as to these transactions 
please be sure to have your receipts available as well as your receipt 
copies and receipt of receipts and your receipt of receipts copies. Thank 
you for your business. Have a great day. ” Without looking away from 
the monitor, she reached up and slid the glass closed, continuing to 
type there behind it. 

And after a moment, turning, Mathew glanced at John, who 
turned and opened the door and stepped out and held it open. Walk¬ 
ing out onto the concrete, Mathew stood there in front of the door a 
moment with the papers in hand, wind slightly fluttering them. 

“ Come on, ” John said, “ before they bill us a loitering charge, or 
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something. ” And when Mathew stepped off the curb, John let the 
door close and stepped off the curb himself and opened the driver side 
door and climbed in. 

“You got any hair left?” 

Sitting there with the papers in his lap as he buckled his belt, 
Mathew leaned forward and stuck his hand beneath his pants cuff 
and rubbed his leg. 

“ I wonder how much they’ll charge you per hair they have to pick 
out of it. ” Slipping the car into reverse, John turned to look over his 
shoulder as he backed out, having to stop to allow someone in to park 
in front of the nail salon. 


'Fjsewhere, Christina removed her headset and opened the door and 
heat rushed into the cockpit. The rotors’d long settled down, and 
while the guy pushed an empty wheelchair across the hard-packed 
ground, she grabbed one of the aftermarket handles that’d been 
attached near the door and pulled herself over, shifting round so her 
legs hung out the door. 

“Your chariot, mah lady.” 

She grabbed another handle and lowered herself into it. “Watch 
it that I don’t run over your ass.” She turned it, already starting to 
sweat in the sun’s naked heat. “l wonder if I died and went to hell 
somewhere along the way.” 

“Well, thank you. So does that make me a fellow inmate or one of 
the guys with a tail and pitchfork that’s supposed to be poking you?” 

“We could arrange the tail. ” 

She still wore her pink-tinted aviator-frame glasses, and the distant 
trailer and parked cars reflected double in them. The guy saw this as 
he turned and looked at her as he walked backwards with his hands 
in his coverall pockets. “Oh, great.” She sighed. “l should just weld 
my ass to it. ” 

He turned and looked that way. Someone stood out there beside a 
car. 

“Well, I guess you could always go back to renting to the sheriffs 
department again. ” 

“Be very careful or you won’t get your beating today.” Sighing, 
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she started pushing toward the trailer. “ Oh, shit. ” But he didn’t reply 
to this as they approached her. 

Naomi pulled herself away from the side of the car. Her glasses had 
long before transitioned to dark mode. 

Christina rolled up near her. “if she’s lost again, I don’t know 
anything about it, and I don’t want to know.” 

Because of the intense afternoon sun, even with her sunglasses, she 
couldn’t discern if anything about Naomi’s face’d changed. 

Naomi reached into her jacket. “My employer would like to pur¬ 
chase some flight time. ” 

“I guess that’s what we’re here for.” She paused, and Naomi had 
to look down at herself reflected pink and black twice over in her 
aviator frames. “ And is he with you, ” she glanced at the car, “ or does 
he want to make a reservation?” 

Naomi pulled out her phone. “Say about seven tours a day for the 
next three-hundred-and-sixty-flve days.” She was always good at 
maintaining a very deadpan expression during these sorts of things. 

Christina sat there silent a moment. So deadpan all around. “He 
must really like the view. ” 

“We’ll call it a... standby position. ” 

“So I get paid to sit on my ass. Technically I already get paid to do 
that.” Christina continued to look up at her. She did like wearing 
this frame-lens combo; it was like being granted the ability to de 
facto win a staring contest. Or at least to feel like you were. “You 
watch the news?” 

“No.” 

“ I try not to. But when you go to hell...” She shrugged. “ Awful 
lot of radio silence these days, isn’t there?” 

“Not always a bad thing. ” 

Christina shrugged. “Like I say, I try to avoid it anyway.” She 
reached up and adjusted her cap. “ Well, I’m sorry but it just so happens 
I’m all booked up for the next three-hundred-sixty-five days. And it’s 
a first-come-first-served basis. So I guess we’re both just outa luck. ” 

The two women regarded one another for a few moments. 

“If you change your mind—” 

“I don’t really think I need any contact information. I’d probably 
be too tempted to use it. ” 
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Naomi looked down at her another few moments, then slipped her 
phone back inside her jacket. Turning, she opened the door to the car 
and climbed in. There was enough room that Christina didn’t bother 
to roll back as the car reversed, and she turned and watched the dust 
kicked up as it headed back to the highway, all of this reflected double 
in her pink-tinted aviator frames, just like the rest of the world, when 
the guy bent and glanced over at her. 

His hands remained in his pockets the same as they had the whole 
time. He looked up and out at the highway. “That’s a lotta money.” 

“I knoooooooooow. ” She leaned back her head. 

He turned and looked at the helicopter. “ Call it a day?” 

“Hell, yes.” 

“I’ll get the beer.” 

“You get the beer.” 


'Fdsewhere, John sat in the car with the engine running and the 
air-conditioner blowing. He sat there looking at his phone, once 
in a while sliding his thumb along the length of it to scroll down. 
Sunlight glinted hot and bright from the glass doors and windows 
immediately ahead, as if, in fact, everything about the state dmv 
was designed to be painful. He’d pulled down the sun visor, but that 
just wasn’t enough, so he had to shift around in the seat again. He 
glanced up as a reflected glare moved across the inside of the car, a 
light-ensconced flgure pushing open the glass door and passing in 
front of the painfully lit windows before coming around the side of 
the car and opening the door, allowing a sudden inrush of heat as he 
climbed in. Closing the door, Mathew reached and pulled the seat 
belt over his shoulder. But John just sat there looking over at him. 

Mathew glanced over. “What?” 

“Well, how does it feel to be an actually fully fledged human being 
again?” 

Mathew turned and looked out through the windshield, not both¬ 
ering to adjust the sun visor, “it’ll be four to six months before it 
comes by mail.” 

“okay.” John clicked-off his phone and unlatched the compart¬ 
ment between the seats and laid it inside before he reached and pulled 
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his own seat belt over his shoulder and put the car in gear to back 
out of the space. “So only scheduled to be provisionally human.” 
Stopping on the edge of the parking lot, he turned to look at the 
railway crossing, leaning forward and adjusting the sun visor back up 
to try and be able to check down each way. “That’s still progress.” 

“I guess.” 

The car bumped over the tracks. 

“McDonald’s?” 

“ Okay. ” 

“ It is supposed to be the most beautiful place in Communist China, 
you know. ” 

“Uh huh.” 

John turned, starting down the road. 

“I forgot. Joint Burger’s having a sale.” 

Mathew didn’t reply. 

“Bring in no coupons and get half off ” 

Mathew faintly snorted. 

“So Joint or McDonald’s? Personally, if you want my opinion, I 
know it’s a parochial American attitude, but I just don’t think I care 
to be a world traveler today. But if you want...” 

Mathew shook his head. “l don’t care. ” 

“You know who might be at the register today.” 

This stretch of road seemed nothing but shuttered businesses, all 
except for the McDonald’s on the hill at the very end, at the intersec¬ 
tion, where cars destined for the drive-thm stretched all the way out 
into the road, and John had to dodge into the other lane around one. 

“How long do you think someone can work at a fast food joint 
these days?” 

“Unto death do you part the bun. ” 

“Funny.” 

“Yeah, I know.” John stopped for the light, leaned forward to 
squint through the windshield because of the sun. “l just don’t know 
how this’s gonna work though.” 

“What?” 

John turned to head down the hill toward intersection hell. 

“They’re still supposed to get around to putting a roundabout 
in down here, you know. And the state’s talking about widening 
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the road again. So a buncha business owners are gonna have their 
employees lay down in the middle of the road to protest.” 

Mathew sat there in silence. 

“That was a joke. ” 

“Only kinda.” 

“Yeah.” 

A line of vehicles’d already backed up, so they had to stop halfway 
down the hill, which gave them a good view of the entangled mess 
below. 

John tapped the steering wheel with his fingertips in rhythm. 
“Well, we’ll probably be sitting here long enough to starve to death.” 

“Might.” 

“You know she might not care, right?” 

“What’re you talking about?” 

“Just because you don’t have that big bulge in your pants leg any¬ 
more. Not every woman’s that particular.” 

Mathew turned and looked out the window at the high grass grow¬ 
ing in front of a former Greek-Irish restaurant. 

“That was a joke.” 

“I know.” 

They sat in the relative silence of the surrounding rumbling motors 
awhile as traffic continued to stagnate in all but one lane. 

“Did you see that the Durham airport concourse’s still being reno¬ 
vated? I guess that’s why you have to change planes at Charlotte. ” 

“I know.” 

“And you saw the thing about federal passports not being applica¬ 
ble any longer, right?” 

“l don’t have one anyway.” 

“Well, you’d’ve been un American if you did.” 

Mathew didn’t reply to this. He looked down the hill at the Flap- 
jack Barn and the drugstore. 

“So four months.” 

“To six.” 

“Is that Fedex or UPS mail?” 

“I don’t know. Why?” 

“Just curious. ” He released the brake and let them roll a little far¬ 
ther down the hill. He glanced into the rearview mirror. “Asshole.” 
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Mathew glanced back at the truck that’d come up on their bumper, 
black coming out dual stacks. 

John adjusted the air-conditioner. “Why don’t they strap them 
to one of those rockets to Mars? Let them drive around up there and 
heat the planet up.” 

Mathew didn’t say anything to this. 

“ So I take it you’re still planning on going. In four to six months. ” 
Mathew didn’t reply. 

John chuckled. 

Mathew glanced over. “What’s so funny?” 

“oh, I was just thinking. First in flight license plates. You think 
that’s why you have to have a driver’s license in order to fly? ” 
“Maybe.” 

“You know what Freud said about what you’re really dreaming 
about if you’re dreaming about flying, right?” 

“l know.” 

“Well, what don’t you know then?” 

“Everything.” 

“Well, I’ll agree with you there.” 

“Thanks.” 

“Don’t mention it.” 

“No.... Thank you. ” 

John glanced over, but Mathew still just looked straight ahead, 
through the windshield. John turned to look at the road again. 
“ Chicken sandwich. ” 

“What?” 

“ I’m in the mood for a chicken sandwich. They probably won’t 
have one. But...” 

“why wouldn’t they have one? ” 

“I don’t know.” He released the brake and let them roll a little 
farther down the hill. “What about you?” 

“About me what?” 

“what do you want?” 

“ I don’t know. ” He rubbed the back of his neck. “ Does that have 
to be decided right now?” 

“Well, yeah. You gotta marinate in the idea of it a little while first. 
Get yourself charged up.” 
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“For a chicken sandwich?” 

“Well, I just figured you’d be sick enough of Sasquatch meat by 
this point.” 

Mathew shook his head. 

“I know.” He released the brake and let them roll a little farther 
down the hill. “Chicken glue sticks.” 

Mathew shook his head. 

“Well, look, if they’re gonna produce three trillion-trillion chick¬ 
ens this year, somebody’s gotta eat em. And what’s wrong with you 
not wanting to do your part? Look how hard everyone else around 
you’s working, bringing their own buns and everything. We should 
go to the store and buy a couple of loafs of bread and walk in and 
make as many chicken sandwiches as possible.” 

Mathew faintly chuckled. 

“Plan?” 

Mathew nodded. “ Alright. ” 

“Good.” John nodded and looked down the hill. “You know, 
it’s a good thing we’re thinking about food. Because we probably 
will actually starve to death here, you know.” He glanced into the 
rearview mirror. 

Mathew didn’t reply to this. 

“Just don’t think of getting out.” 

Mathew looked over at him. “What?” 

“I know and all. I’d just hate to see you be a statistic. We’ve got 
enough pedestrians on death row as it is, and I just don’t think we 
need to stuff any more in there right now if we can help it.” 

Mathew shook his head. 

“ Oh, shit. ” John gripped the steering wheel and stretched. The 
air-conditioner continued to roar its airy roar as they sat idling, and 
everything else sat likewise round them. “So do you think sixties, 
eighties, two-thousands, or contemporary Twilight Zone?” 

“For later?” 

“Well, if you just really need to watch something right now, you 
can use my phone. You know where it’s at. Netfiix’s got a series on 
the great crazy thinkers of history that’s new.” 

“I’m fine.” 

“That was a joke. ” 
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“I know.” 

Shutting up, John released the brake and let them roll a little 
farther down the hill. 

“Supposed to be a new episode tonight, isn’t there?” 

John paused. “Yeah. I think so.” 

“That’ll work.” 

“I was just joking, you know. We can watch something else if you 
want. ” 

“That’s fine.” 

“ So if we don’t manage to starve to death, what do you think about 
just skipping the stew and having leftover chicken sandwiches? Since 
we’re this far out, anyway.” 

“That’ll work.” 

“ Alright. ” John released the brake and let them roll a little farther 
down the hill. “Sounds like a plan. ” He tapped the steering wheel. 
“You gotta prepare yourself for these sorts of things, you know. It’s 
like food, you gotta marinate yourself in the thought of it right up 
to the actual thing itself” 

“I know.” 

John tapped the steering wheel with his fingertips. 

The air-conditioner continued to roar its airy roar as they sat idling, 
and everything else sat likewise round them. 

John tapped the steering wheel with his fingertips. 

Something, somewhere, honked in the heat. Another replying. 

“Ah, the mating call of the American automobile, ” John said. 

Other horns added to the oppressiveness of the heatwaver on the 
far side of the windshield. 

“Sounds like an orgy.” 

John tapped the steering wheel with his fingertips. 

“You ever poke around the dragons fucking cars section?” 

John tapped the steering wheel with his fingertips. 

“Not that I have that particular interest, mind you.” 

John tapped the steering wheel with his fingertips. 

“ It’s just... you know. ” 

A siren sound carried from somewhere, species yet unknown. 

“If an American make and a foreign model do it, does that count 
as interracial porn?” 
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John tapped the steering wheel with his fingertips. 

“You ever notice when you listen to the radio, you can’t really tell 
if you’re listening to one really, really, really, really long song, or a 
whole bunch of different ones back to back?” 

John tapped the steering wheel with his fingertips. 
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Much Later 



Thriving up the hill, they came to a rather large gate. John bent 
forward to get a better look at it now that they were close up. “ I think 
I once saw something like this in a Pathologic game.” He looked 
round. “You think there’s some sort of buzzer or something we have 
to press or talk in—” The gate slid apart. “Or it could do that.” He 
glanced across at Mathew. “Like, you’re really sure about this?” 

“No.” 

“ Okay. I was just asking. ” He released the brake and started up the 
hill again. In the rearview mirror, he caught a glimpse of the gate 
closing, before he turned round a bend. Another gate in another wall 
lay ahead. “So are, like, the two walls to protect from the inside or 
the outside?” 

“I don’t know.” 

This gate began to open even before John’d slowed, so he could 
just roll on through. 

They turned a curve, confronted by another set of gates. “So are, 
like, the three walls to protect from the inside or the outside?” 

Mathew didn’t reply. 

This gate, too, began to open even before John’d slowed, which 
he didn’t even bother with thinking about this time, so he could just 
roll on through. 

“Wow. ” He cut his eyes between the road and the vast expanse of 
green space. The house sat looking tiny in the distance, “it may take 
us another six hours just to get there. ” 

“It’ll take six hours somewhere.” 

“oh, stop being a relativist.” 

It was the kind of lawn on which one expected to see dodos and 
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flamingos playing croquet. But pulling up the drive to where a few 
other cars were parked in front of the house, they didn’t actually see 
anything like this or that. 

After cutting off the ignition, John looked around through the 
windows. “So’re we just supposed to get out here and wait, or what?” 

“Don’t ask me. ” Mathew opened the passenger door and climbed 
out. A couple moments later, John did likewise. They stood there 
looking around at the place, out over the green space, up at the house, 
which wasn’t all that big on the outside, considering, and for some 
reason seemed a diminutive version of something that’d’ve been at 
home in a Jane Austen period piece. They both turned toward the 
noise of a door opening, catching the barest glimpse of an interior 
that gave the disconcerting impression of that portion of the struc¬ 
ture being much bigger than seemed possible from the outside, the 
door automatically closing behind the woman who stepped out. Low, 
chunky heels resounded against whatever kind of material the drive- 
way’d been made from. Naomi looked at them without comment as 
she passed and opened a car door and climbed in. And they watched 
the vehicle start down the driveway. 

“You ever notice women in suits are kinda like women in uni¬ 
forms?” John continued to watch the car wind its way through and 
around the green space, till it’d disappeared behind distant trees. He 
turned to look at Mathew. “You alright?” 

“No.” 

John didn’t reply. A door opened and closed again, and they looked 
over to see a white-plastic-and-chrome-clad machine roll toward 
them, an oblong screen at head height. Black lines on a yellow back¬ 
ground. 



“ Please follow me please.” 
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Turning, it started rolling away, but stopped because a sensor’d 
detected nothing was in fact following. The screen swiveled round. 



Please follow me please.” 

John looked over at him and motioned for him to go first. Which 
Mathew did, the both of them walking together toward it, the screen 
rotating round forward again as the machine started ahead. 

At the corner of the house, small statues sat ensconced behind 
hedgerows, stone faces looking out over them and at them. A u- 
shaped wheely thing wrapped around a hedge, trimming off new 
chutes as it advanced. Another machine, an orb rolling round the 
statues, glimpsed as they passed an opening in the hedges, spritzed a 
stream of water toward where white-gray bird droppings’d splattered 
on a figure’s head. 

Ahead of them, the machine still rolling, the panel rotated round 
toward them again. 



“'Please continue to follow me please.” 

The panel rotating forward again, the machine rolled ahead of 
them along a concrete path that ran around the building, then dipped 
off the path with a little lurch and started across the grass. The panel 
rotated round toward them again. 
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“'Please do not mind walking on the grass.” 

The panel rotated forward again. 

Following in its wake, they stepped off the path and onto the finely 
manicured lawn. Fresh cut. A roundish machine further down the 
walk, still running or rolling along it, continued round the house as 
it apparently finished the edging work. So absorbed was John by the 
grounds that he barely noticed the machine’d stopped, and almost 
ran into it. But it seemed an inappropriate thing to do, to apologize 
for that. The panel rotated round toward them again. 



“ The lady will see you out by the pond. ” 

Looking out, a speck of white could just be discerned on a low rise 
in the landscape. And Mathew looked that way intently, as if all his 
cognition and all his sensory apparatuses or apparatis were invested in 
that distant point. 

“ I think...” John cleared his throat. “ I think I’ll just wait here. ” 

Mathew looked over. The panel rotated toward him, at a right 
angle to the figure in the distance. And Mathew looked over at the 
machine. 
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Turning, Mathew looked out that way again. And he started to 
walk. 

The grass was very pleasant to walk on, and not like a golf course 
at all. Trees and shrubbery stood scattered obviously haphazardly 
according to some excruciatingly deep and unfathomable plan, and’d 
been trimmed and maintained in both a way that was impossible 
to ignore, but also in a way that was impossible to distinguish from 
broader nature by its very unnaturalness. But he kept his gaze attuned 
on the figure in the quickly shrinking distance. 

She sat there on the grass in sweatpants and a white t-shirt, her 
knees pulled up, green Crocs on her otherwise bare feet. She looked 
down at the pond below. Some kind of aquatic plant ringed the edge, 
thin but tall stalks rising up, as if preparing for bloom, but none’d 
opened yet. 

“You just gonna stand there?” 

After a moment, he lowered himself to the ground. 

“You know, geese are a buncha goddamn rapey bastards.” She 
continued to look down at the pond, but there didn’t appear to be 
any geese on the water. “The only thing good that ever came outa 
em were quills.” 

He had the feeling of being watched, just a sense, not something 
that could be related via a certain queasiness of his stomach or a 
prickling of the hairs on the back of his neck, just a sense. 

“You know,” she said, “probably one of the most ancient evolu¬ 
tionary instincts is sensing when you’re being sensed by something 
else.” 

He glanced over his shoulder. Two constructs, definable only as 
being white-clad objects of some type, had been station not too far 
away but not too close. 

“Don’t worry. ” He turned to look at her, but she still just looked 
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down at the water. “They’re not going to cut your brain out and 
put it in a jar. You’d have to have one first. ” She leaned back on her 
elbows. “They might vacuum seal your balls though.” She snorted. 
“If they can find them.” 

He didn’t reply to this. 

She said, “ Don’t you fucking hate endings where people’s problems 
just get fixed? Like, how does that even fucking happen? It’s like the 
girl who finally takes off her glasses and everyone goes Oh, you were 
really so pretty all along.” 

He didn’t reply to this either. 

Stretching her legs, she crossed her ankles, looking down at her 
foot as she tick-tocked it back and forth. “Medicine and applesauce.” 

Nor did he reply to this. 

She looked over to where John and the machine still remained, 
both of them just figures in the distance. “That your boyfriend?” 

He paused a moment, perplexion spreading across his face, and he 
started to say something, but he looked over his shoulder first. “No.” 
He paused. “No.... No. ” 

“what, you got something against gays?” 

“No.” 

“Don’t you wanna be gay then?” 

“No.” 

“ Fine. ” She sighed. “ Go on and be a lobster person then. ” After a 
moment, she looked over at him and snorted. She turned and looked 
down at the pond again. “You know, there’re some men who really, 
really hate women. Period. Well, periods too, but... but they can use 
them for sex. Good old pump and dump, right?” Interlacing her 
fingers, she popped her knuckles. “ But there’s a few gay guys out there 
that—just a very few, mind you—but just a few that I can’t ever quite 
tell if they’re gay because they’re gay or because they just hate women 
that much.” 

In the following silence, it was difficult to know what to look at, 
and for some reason he ended up looking at the pair of glasses that 
were lying in the grass. She glanced over at him. “What, you never 
seen glasses before?” Then she snorted and leaned over and snatched 
them up and tossed them. “Catch.” 

Moving as if it’d been an egg-tossing competition, he just barely 





managed to keep them from tumbling to the ground. He looked 
down at them. His brow furrowed, and he held them up. “ These’re... 
not even real.” He poked his finger through them. “They don’t even 
have any lenses. ” 

She leaned over and stretched and snatched them out of his hand. 
Sitting up, she put them on, sweeping her hair behind her ears with 
her index fingers. “So tell me, what if you put the glasses on and 
you see exactly the same things as you saw before?” She turned to 
look at him, the rawness of her eyes somehow masked or diluted by 
those empty plastic frames. She turned her head and looked down at 
the pond again. “Everyone has to have their gimmick, I guess. For 
some that’s being a thirty-something virgin who’s also an award¬ 
winning porn director. For others... For others it’s wrestling with 
labyrinthine occult monetary forces of cyclopean dimensions. And 
then for some people just being boring’s a superpower.” Still looking 
down at the pond, she reached and removed the glasses and folded 
them and placed them in her lap. “There’s just one thing we should 
get cleared up first. ” He looked over at her. But she continued to 
look down toward the water. “You try to choke me to prove you’re 
not in some dream world, inner world, whatever side chute of reality, 
and all that’ll be left of you’ll be a couple dozen jars and test tubes 
and baggies in a cold-storage bunker somewhere.” She looked over 
at him. “Got it?” 

Silence followed. 

“Well?” 

He nodded. “Yeah.... ” 

“Good.” She started to rise, and he pulled himself up, too. “You 
realize of course that we’ve never technically, actually, or properly 
been introduced, right?” 

He remained silent, looking as though he were thinking on that. 

“So here’s how it usually goes.” She held out her hand. And after 
a few moments of it just hanging out there, she cleared her throat. 
“ Take my hand. ” And he looked down at her extended hand, started 
to turn his head. “Don’t worry about that.” He looked at her. “just 
put out your hand.” Tentatively, he did. She took it. “Nice to meet 
you.” After a while of them just standing there like that, she cleared 
her throat again. “ And now you say it. ” 
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“Nice to...meet you.” 

“You’re saying that with two ees, right?” 

“Yeah....” 

“ Good. ” She released his hand. She turned and looked at the 
house in the distance. “ Come on. ” She started walking. “ I’m sure 
it’s probably time for medicine and applesauce.” Caught flatfooted, 
as it were, he jogged to catch up with her. 


As they passed, something rolled over the short-cut grass, white- 
plastic clad, spherical wheeled, and opened in half and encircled a 
small tree that stood at about head high, the top trimmed to be 
perfectly round but much larger than a head, light-green, new chutes 
sprigging out all the way round, and the center of the something 
grasped the trunk with padded clamps and ratcheted itself upwards, 
reaching the foliage layer, expanding and contracting, bits of sprig 
falling to the ground to be vacuumed by a mini-train of a thing 
that’d’ve seemed to’ve had a very large nose. 


Free of the threat of insects, the blooms on a row of twisting, sharp- 
thorned bushes come straight outa some fairy-tail nightmare and yet 
somehow wrangled and contained in just such a way that showcased 
the possibility of this ferocity, they hung full and brilliant and silky 
and luscious, white, yellow, blue, orange, pink, red, green. 



Behind them, a little rectangular arm extended upwards from 
something, jointed but without showing how it could’ve been done, 
continuously subdividing lengths and widths of rectangles, and it 
eased into one bloom and then another to another to another to 
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another along a row of cherry trees hung down with pink weight, 
some of those petals delicately sprinkled across the short-cut grass. 


Grapevines that’d grown up over what seemed to be a collection of 
black-iron swords hung heavy with newly turning purple. 


Something overhead, near a taller tree, whisper moved, quiet, a 
branch barely shaking as an apple’d been extracted and the drone’d 
flown off back toward the house. 


Small birds that’d ensconced themselves within the more open 
hedges shifted about, making noise by their movements and through 
the rustling of the branches as they cheeped and chirped. 



Ahead, rolling down the incline, something that looked like a 
plastic soccer ball passed them and continued on. 


Long strands hung down from a diminutive weeping willow, seem¬ 
ingly soft and caressing, covered in tiny yellow-and-blue striped flow¬ 
ers, lightly blowing in the breeze. 
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Water canons spritzed against statuary only barely concealed 
amongst fronds and leaves and branches, splattering off and 
twinkling in the sunlight, petering out into a golden mist that 
evaporated into air and daylight. 


Small birds flew from one distant tree to settle in another. 



A large ceramic planter, enameled with some pattern set ablaze by 
the sun, rolled across the path ahead of them and disappeared into a 
mazelet. 


Butterflies crossed from one blooming hedge scattered with pink- 
and-white blossoms to another. 


Off in the not-so-distance, something closely compacted and four- 
wheeled rolled out toward a long, thick row of bright flowers that 
seemed to’ve started to lean toward wilty in the heat, and it stopped 
there at the end of them, a u-shaped section extensioning upwards, 
half of it rolling forward on two wheels, straddling the bed as it rolled 
out toward the end, unfurling a semi partially transparentish ribbon 
material over and along the length of it, stopping at the far end there, 
so the entire bed lay covered in shade but not in darkness. 
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Squirrels barked and chittered and chattered from somewhere, 
unseen in higher trees, could be heard scurrying down or up in chase 
of one another. 


A ceramic pot on a small pedestal slowly rotated, showing the side 
that’d been away from the sun so that some of the leaves would then 
turn that way, keeping the whole balanced and even where the leaves 
and chutes cascaded over the rim. 



A pair of rabbits stationed between hedge ends looked up at them 
as they passed, but just continued to chew, their jaws working contin¬ 
ually, their cheeks puffed. 


The soft suctiony sounds of the vacuum cleaner things continued 
on in the background rolling along. 



Ahead, a mother hedgehog led a family of hedgehogs out from 
beneath one hedge and across the grass to another. 


“You know, some people’s idea of mental healthcare in this coun¬ 
try is little people-sized cages sitting on concrete with little yellow 
rectangles painted round them just the size of them. Of course, that’s 
not the way it is everywhere. Some places have a little red rectangle 
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painted around them. You know, it might actually be proof that we 
actually have in fact moved on from Rome. Even if it is all an illusion. 
Or an allusion.” She laughed to herself “At least back then they’d’ve 
been at minimum touched by the gods.” She tapped the side of her 
head. “Rather than just teched.” Using her pinkie, she scratched the 
side of her nose. “ I guess we’ve just drained all the specialness outa 
the world, though.” She looked over at him. “Yuh think?” 
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Way Later 



[00:07] I believe I once saw a documentary where they said that 
the third or fourth most common type of nightmare was 
standing in front of a group of people and talking. 

[00:17] (Audience laughter) 

[00:25] So... 

[00:28] (Pause) 

[00:36] A retrospective, if you will. 

[00:40] Not since John Calhoun stood at the center of Universe 25 
had a single social phenomena captured the public attention 
to the degree that the phenomena of the hikikomori had. 

[00:51] In the beginning, when word of this phenomena first 
reached the English-speaking world, it could be filed as 
just another oddity of that very strange and exotic culture 
on the tiny island nation of Japan. 

[01:03] Perhaps, if anything, it seemed to demonstrate a certain 
correctness in the West’s mode of thought, if you will. It 
was just another aspect of one of those strange other cultures 
that would eventually have to succumb to its own weight, 
the cracks in the foundations of its very social fabric nec¬ 
essarily to widen until the whole of the edifice of society 
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crumbled in a way the correctness of western society would 
not and could not allow for. So the correctness of our way 
of life was assured. 

[01:29] And then something began to happen. There has always 
been a social aspect to any phenomena. In the same way that 
other ideas, animation, comic books, could gain a follow¬ 
ing in the English-speaking world, then, as one professor 
speculated, even at the time, why couldn’t social ill? 

[01:45] After all, societies and individuals have always been in com¬ 
petition with one another. Whether it be the height and 
size of their missiles and how far they could shoot, or what 
have you. 

[01:56] (Audience laughter) 

[02:01] But there has always been a market for goods from the other, 
whether it be Levis in Soviet Russia, or Cuban cigars in the 
United States. And the sense of competition always fosters a 
comparison. But of course, there is no competition without 
comparison, so that is only natural. 

[02:17] So when news and evidence emerged of the Soviet Gulags, 
Americans, in the struggle to compete even in this field, 
defined their consumerism and shopping malls as the Amer¬ 
ican Gulag. But of course, this is just, as we can say, normal. 
The spectre of female rights arises. And the counter comes 
but what about the ways in which men are oppressed, and 
that actually, if you look at it, men are just as oppressed in 
society as women, if not more so. The spectre of minority 
rights arises. And the counter comes but what about the 
ways in which white people are oppressed, and actually, if 
you look at it, white people are just as oppressed in society 
as all those minorities, maybe even worse. And on and on 
through the Christian, the rich, etc. 
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[02:54] It’s been long noted how the intellectual landscape of the 
United States downplayed the notion of racism in other 
countries, as if it could not have tmly existed there. In fact, 
the better way of putting this is that we were better at racism 
than anyone else. No one had race problems like we did. 
No one had them on the level we did. We were exceptional 
even at the grossest of things. 

[03:15] So it’s no wonder that the question began to arise as to 
whether or not there could be any such thing as an Amer¬ 
ican hikikomori, a British hikikomori, a French hikiko- 
mori, a German hikikomori, etc. 

[03:27] And maybe not so suddenly, in the early decades of the 
twenty-first century, it seemed as if evidence for such a case 
might not be lacking. 

[03:36] When it seemed that wave after wave of young men, and 
some women, had turned to the most violent means of 
expressing their discontent, slowly the notion began to 
emerge that for every one of those, a thousand had retreated 
in the opposite direction. 

[03:50] Or perhaps it would be better to say that they overshot the 
mark. After all, in the society of the individual, the only 
way, perhaps, to destroy society is to destroy the individual, 
the self The only way to punish the society is to punish 
the self And since there cannot possibly be anything that 
extends beyond the individual that can influence the indi¬ 
vidual, for otherwise the individual would could not be a 
free individual and the whole project might have to be ad¬ 
mitted at best a farce and at worse something much worse, 
but since there cannot be anything beyond the bounds of 
the individual, to destroy the individual, to destroy the self, 
is to destroy the whole of the universe, to punish the whole 
of the universe. Because, after all, if we are in the society of 
the individual, and it must begin and end with each of us 
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ourselves and only ourselves, our self-responsibility must 
be as total as it was claimed. We must be responsible for 
our own horrid conditions. And who then was there left to 
punish but ourselves? 

[04:41] Some might claim that pushes too far, takes the theory, 
theology, what you may want to call it, beyond the bounds 
of its proper definition. Which, of course, is what so much 
church doctrine and blood has been spilt over. The pa¬ 
gan, of course, is merely the pagan and, as theologians have 
pointed out, the true dread is that someone might actu¬ 
ally believe that which is preached and might take it to its 
obvious and actual conclusion. 

[05:04] These are those who will be burnt at the stake, and which 
have been. Unless their bowels explode in a public toilet 
first. But someone always finds a way of getting around the 
rules. That perhaps is just the nature of rules. 

[05:17] But the very claim that such a notion pushes too far might 
in itself constitute the very proof that the claim doesn’t 
push far enough. 

[05:26] And opposites do so often go hand in hand. 

[05:30] Destruction is often paired with preservation. 

[05:35] It might be called the perverse logic of reality. However, 
that might just be an overly verbose way of saying the word 
reality. 

[05:44] (Audience laughter) 

[05:47] Because it was what we didn’t want to call reality that we 
encountered, none more so than in irreality. 

[05:54] Movements such as mgtow, red pill, black pill, worked 
their way through the internet, and slowly it was found 
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that as cerebral a sphere as some had wanted to make out 
this new electronic environment to be, in fact, it connected 
with the real world, the world of matter and flesh and blood 
flowing in the streets, in the most intimate of ways. 

[06:13] You could not trust those people on the internet. The people 
on the internet said so. You could not trust the media. The 
media you were watching said so. 

[06:23] But this appropriation, this competition to prove that our 
youths could become alienated from general society in a 
way no one else could match only proved to pull back the 
nakedness of a greater contradiction. 

[06:35] Because, as alien as it was, how much more Western could 
the nation of Japan have become? These notions of eternal 
work, of capitalism, seemed to And in Japanese tradition an 
even greater impetus toward totality than they had man¬ 
aged under the auspices and through the energies of the 
Protestant Work Ethic. 

[06:52] But then again, a change of clothes or a difference in skin 
has long confused men and women that there was then 
something else beneath, if anything at all. 

[07:02] And while men retreated shell shocked from a society of 
total work, women, in some ways liberated into this very 
condition, were allowed to And their own standards of liv¬ 
ing independent of men, independent of the financial ne¬ 
cessity of the husband, thus, as some said, further alienating 
men. While some women, exhausted of stereotypical gen¬ 
der roles and performances, retreated in much the same 
way as their male counterparts, into their rooms, and the 
solitary booths of internet cafes. 

[07:27] So when it seemed that indeed this alienation could in fact 
spread, had in fact spread, no longer could it simply be 


234 



regarded as some weird cultural phenomena of a place over 
there. 

[07:38] Indeed, once one looked past those instances of violence and 
saw the massiveness of the scale of retreat and depression and 
suicide and substance abuse in the rural and urban sectors of 
the United States, it became impossible not to suspect that 
in fact there was required a common cause to explain this. 
And it was soon and easily suspected that there must have 
been a single common denominator, something simple, 
if only because of our seemingly evolutionary desire for 
singular and simple things to explain all, or at least to be 
able to explain it within five minutes to a twelve year old, 
or perhaps in twelve minutes to a five year old. 

[08:10] (Audience laughter) 

[08:19] But there could only be one common denominator because 
there was only one commonality among almost all of the 
nations of the world, by then. 

[08:28] Which was why some proposed the matter shouldn’t be 
discussed at all, because to discuss the matter would merely 
spread the phenomena and the only safe thing to do was 
issue a total and general quarantine. 

[08:40] (Audience laughter) 

[08:49] The real problem, however, with depression and suicide is 
that there is nothing to talk about. There is only a vacuity, 
a blackout of the consciousness, even the silent sneering 
voices seem to recede near the end, or at the heart of it, or 
at least they recede from memory. But maybe it’s different 
for different people. 

[09:07] In this interval was when many books came to be writ¬ 
ten and many documentaries and television shows were 
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launched about just how good we had it and how society, 
our society, was better than any that had come before and 
that this, alone, was the greatest place in all of history, or 
the universe, really. 

[09:24] And because of it we needed moe and adult coloring books 
and the Dark Enlightenment and the Intellectual Dark 
Web, affections and romances that had to be nothing less 
than too tme, scraps of handkerchief and locks of hair clung 
to in the heat of bloody combat by knights in distant lands 
doing those things which must be done. 

[09:42] Except that few of us were in distant lands. 

[09:47] Red pills, black pills, purple pills, white pills, chartreuse pills, 
all just pharmaceuticals hiding the truth, the lack of reality, 
not even a space to impose what you could want, if you could 
want anything. Thochtic pharmacological consumerism. 
No different than any other science fiction that had ever 
existed. 

[10:04] But of course, such was not new. Even those cultures who re¬ 
garded the wisdom of the ancients so highly did so in those 
ways that elevated themselves, they who had come after the 
supposed golden age but yet somehow still surpassed it in 
some essential fashion. 

[10:19] Or maybe we misconstrue such ascribed intent because 
something has change and we cannot see it, and we are 
merely applying ourselves backwards, because assuredly 
nothing could have ever been different from us, fundamen¬ 
tally. Because, if they were, perhaps it may have been that 
they had indeed had something that we didn’t. Perhaps 
they even had something we couldn’t have. 

[10:39] Of course, we’ve fixed that in the interregnum, so we actu¬ 
ally can have anything we want now. 
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[10:46] (Audience laughter) 

[10:54] That is, of course, not to say that such was, only that such 
might could have possibly have been. But humans have 
been known to hold out for the statistically improbable 
to an extent that might even be categorized as statistically 
improbable. 

[11:08] (Audience laughter) 

[11:12] But of course, there we are being exceptional again. 

[11:17] (Audience laughter) 

[11:26] But even the recollection of the worst of the past functions 
as a kind of nostalgia. Maybe a worse one. A past that 
never was is, of course, something that never was, and the 
possibility of such a realization is something we always risk 
a confrontation with when we engaged in such. 

[11:42] So there could be no place better than that which we found 
ourselves within at that moment. Everything had driven 
to this end, climbed to this height, though, as with any 
good movie, there were moments of doubt, moments where 
things could have gone off the rails. But, in the end, the 
end had come, us riding into the sunset that would never 
drop below the horizon, the credits forever stopped from 
rolling. We had finally arrived. Either at the pinnacle or at 
the final stages of degradation. Either way, there would be 
no more Goethes. And what more could we have asked for? 
How could we not have said we were in the greatest of all 
possible worlds? 

[12:15] We were told we had to be convinced of this fact. We were 
told we believed bad things about the world because it was 
just in the nature of our monkey minds to do so. That was 
just the way we evolved. But we were going to have to over¬ 
come the way we had evolved if we were not to destroy the 
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awesome majesty of the present which science and reason 
had delivered unto us. 


[12:35] And though there were many who could not accept this, 
among those, the ones who didn’t point to news stories 
which demonstrated the eternal decay of the world, among 
a small minority, admittedly, but among this minority, 
the question continually arose that had not human beings 
been optimistic, had not they experienced elation and joy 
at many things and many signs and proofs of progress? Yet 
what was different now? And was it right to suspect we were 
being gaslighted in some way? 


[13:00] Of course, the idea, the notion of the hikikomori had to 
be transmitted cross-culturally first, before any of the rest 
could come to be. As certain academics have pointed out, 
it does not matter what exists before there is a means of 
conceiving and labeling that which exists, only once that 
name is applied does a structure of the image we thought we 
were perceiving begin to arise. And once seen, the pattern 
may not fade into the background. That which exists prior 
to its naming merely exists and little more. 


[13:27] But those first reports, those scattered news items from a far 
away and mysterious oriental island nation, only sparked 
some tacit recognition, and only among those who may 
have been themselves already been affected by such a defini¬ 
tion. But, still, it was inappropriate to refer to such a concept 
as an American hikikomori, because that could only be a 
Japanese problem, and was inherently so, and to say or write 
anything otherwise would be to create a misunderstanding. 


[13:51] So certain individuals labeled themselves in private. But it 
was not until reportage had given way to fiction that the 
idea began to truly spread. 



[14:00] This itself is not without precedent. Academics, historians, 
who are also sometimes academics, have long noticed dis¬ 
crepancies in the public consciousness, how papers could be 
filled with reports of child laborers dying, trapped in the 
chimneys they cleaned, exploited in workhouses, fed gmel, 
and yet no popular social movement arose until the novels 
of Charles Dickens, the pathos of the fictional character 
somehow more humane than the suffering of the subject 
of reportage. 

[14:25] Whether you are one of those who desires to restore one 
or all of the notions of the separation of fantasy or fiction 
and reality as it was supposedly in some vaunted golden age, 
or what have you, it can be hardly argued against that any 
social phenomena is no true social phenomena until those 
within it begin the process of the fictionalization of their 
own circumstances, or someone fictionalizes them as the 
other. 

[14:47] It was time for the media to take up the hikikomori. And 
into this seeming necessity, this vacuum of understanding 
or meaning, came the novel Welcome to the N.H.K.. Writ¬ 
ten by a self-professed hikikomori with the express goal 
of extracting himself from his own circumstances, it came 
to be the media token of an idea and a disposition and a 
situation, and perhaps even a crisis. Adapted to manga, and 
finally an animated series, it was this story, in these three 
mediums, that spread out across, eventually, after many 
licensing agreements, the English-speaking world. And 
for the first time many in the United States felt that which 
they consumed had reflected themselves and defined their 
situation. 

[15:22] But even before this, precursors had made themselves 
known, though only tacitly and through cult following. 
Inspired by those behavioral sinks defined by John 
Calhoun, Chiaki J. Konaka would script the, well, for lack 
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of a better word, dizzying 2003 animated series Texnolyze, 
and retreating back to these same papers and the records of 
these same experiments, many would find in the so-called 
‘Beautiful Ones’ exactly that which they felt was the causal 
reason for the emergence of the hikikomori. 


[15:48] But these were just the latest in the long series of speculations 
about, and extensions of, Calhoun’s work. 

[15:55] For those in the seventies, they offered nothing less than the 
incontestable evidence of the nature and effect of urban life 
upon mankind and its ultimate destruction at the hands of 
the forces it had unleashed upon itself and subjected itself to. 

[16:09] So long has the notion of the wicked city survived in the 
course of western thought and discourse that one must be 
tempted to identify it as a defining feature, one without 
which the very whole might not exist. 

[16:21] Even as the ancient Israelites were descending from the hills 
to make war against the cities built by those they had so 
long before split from during the collapse of those cities that 
had existed so long before even that, because such failures of 
cities, inexplicable and mysterious as they were, were by no 
means uncommon, but even as the Israelites descended and 
began to tell stories of crumbling walls, already the collected 
texts of so many traditions were being woven together by 
the priests and the scribes. 

[16:47] These texts that placed the origin of Israel ultimately in 
Adam also sent his son forth in shame for the murder of his 
brother, with a mark forever upon him and his descendants. 
And he departed from his family, and their rural life, and 
went unto the corners of the world and built there the first 
great cities. 
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[17:04] And it would be the Mark of Cain which would find new 
tradition in Christianity. And with it the justification of 
bondage for those who bore a skin color that was that mark. 
And finally free of that, to some minor degree, lands robbed, 
economic success stolen or denied, where was there for these 
people to go but unto the cities? 

[17:22] So the words ‘inner city’, that place where the undesirables 
were gathered, became the new words for a very ancient 
identifier and signifier, perhaps. 

[17:31] Because it was always the rural in which the Garden was to 
be found. And as Thomas Jefferson imagined, what could 
be America, the land of the New Eden, but a nation of 
gentlemen farmers? 

[17:42] The Mark of Cain in the cities, and those seeking the Gar¬ 
den in the country. And as academics have long pointed out, 
even the best demographic records show the percentage of 
non-white farmers to have been almost insignificant. And 
sometimes it might even have to be wondered if the per¬ 
centages are so insignificant as to be eventually considered a 
statistical error that, like so many other such errors, will end 
up being discarded in order to more clearly approximate 
the truth. 

[18:07] Even pronouncing his speeches in the cities of the greater 
Germany, Adolph Hitler invoked Blood and Soil. This has 
always been the dream. And as many point out, the greatest 
object of fear they could derive was that of the urban and 
cosmopolitan Jew. 

[18:21] And there was something about this fundamental urban 
character that pertained to the concept of the hikikomori. 
Though there may have been many of them beyond the 
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boundaries of the metropolises and megalopolises, the no¬ 
tion could not be found separable in the public conscious¬ 
ness from that of an alienation through urban existence, an 
existence where solitude might be impossible, yet millions 
managed it regardless. 

[18:43] So when there began an American literature on the sub¬ 
ject of the hikikomori, it was, too, suspected that it must 
fundamentally require an urban character. And like any lit¬ 
erature it could not function lest it be in dialogue with that 
which came before and that which must assuredly come 
after, whether in agreement or opposition, whether those 
who composed such knew anything, or hardly anything, of 
the remainder of the greater whole of that body of work. 


[19:07] Or maybe not even dialog. Perhaps something more poly¬ 
phonic. Too many voices speaking at the same time can, of 
course, be as bad as one which dominates everything. And 
all of them can be as bad as silence. 

[19:19] That is, of course, not to imply that there is some mythical 
perfect number of voices to speak. 

[19:26] And considering present circumstances, perhaps I should 
just make it clear that I’m not attempting to aggrandize 
my own lone voice up here. 

[19:35] (Audience laughter) 

[19:38] But it’s argued that speaking and writing are fundamentally 
different technologies, or that one is naturally unconscious 
human expression and the other a technology, and that the 
one inherently requires another, the social aspect. Though, 
I seem to recall talking aloud in many empty spaces. 

[19:54] (Audience laughter) 
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[20:03] So maybe we are doing one thing now. And a transcript, 
well, maybe that would be something else. Maybe me speak¬ 
ing now does require you. Maybe that wouldn’t. After all, 
speaking to you here now, I’m speaking to all of you. We’re 
in a dynamic relationship. Even if I were just trying to 
read this... whatever this is, that would be the case. We in¬ 
stinctively recognize how weird and unnatural someone 
standing up here like this is when they just try to read some¬ 
thing exactly, as if we weren’t here at all, because it would be 
exactly the same as if we weren’t here at all. That’s just the 
nature of a recording. I’m not a recording. I don’t think. 

[20:37] (Audience laughter) 

[20:41] But written language is meant for everyone who picks it up, 
another way of saying no one. And even when it is meant 
for someone, a specific someone, the disconnect, the gap 
between the incitement and the reception is one so great 
that nothing but alienation can emerge. 

[20:56] This is why sitting there while someone reads something 
you’ve written is so painful. 

[21:02] (Audience laughter) 

[21:06] There’s a quote that goes something like that to fall in 
love with another person is to enter a haunted house, but 
those great letter writers of yore, they became infatuated 
with ghosts of phantoms. Which is all that writing can be 
or do. And I don’t know about you, but I have to admit 
recalling, of all things, highschool. If you happened to have 
been in the same situation, you may recall the ghost that 
is effectively summoned up by the pemsal of old words in 
solitude, and an ending where they’re read aloud in the 
very opposite of that situation by... well, I guess I should 
avoid spoilers. Though, I don’t know how old Wuthering 
Heights is by this point. 
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[21:40] (Audience laughter) 

[21:49] Highschool English class. How many nightmares are predi¬ 
cated on a return to that? 

[21:55] (Audience laughter) 

[22:02] It is, of course, not a confusion if employed often enough 
and consistently enough in the same manner. 

[22:09] (Audience laughter) 

[22:15] As always it was, and is, a question of just how far common 
experience is indeed common, the dividing line between 
the consciousness of the one and everyone, or all, else. It 
seems we have always wanted to be both a part of and unique. 
Which recalls the old phrase: the price of being a sheep is 
boredom, and the price of being a wolf is loneliness. 

[22:34] So in trying to balance those contradictory notions, we have 
always sought the commonality, the intersections, allowing 
ourselves to ignore or observe here and there that which 
allowed that balance to be maintained, or that which we 
believed would allow that balance to be maintained. 

[22:50] So to what extent does commonality become common? 
Those who study these things have long noted a difference 
in the nature and quality of the voices some sometimes hear 
in their heads. Whereas in certain cultures these voices most 
often tended to be benevolent or soothing, the voices heard 
by Americans who suffered from such tended always toward 
the violent and the psychotic. 

[23:10] There was someone who had once posited that before, in the 
ancient annals of human history, the gods were actual voices 
in the minds of humans, voices that bequeathed reason and 
orders, the function of a higher layer of the consciousness 
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which the lower followed, but that, sometime around the 
age of the ancient Greeks, these two minds merged. Con¬ 
sciousness, if you will, became wedded to that which ac¬ 
cepted the dictums and the orders. So there was no longer 
really anything to give orders or anything to take them. We 
were left alone with ourselves, the gods having gone silent, 
the lights having gone out from the voices of the idols. 

[23:42] No man is an island, it has been said. Yet many would say it 
was that exactly which had become the case. 

[23:49] The panoply of voices and feelings that together composite 
what is socially constructed in modern society to be the 
individual warred with itself to keep an order it could not 
admit to lest the order be threatened with knowledge of 
itself So the depressed are warned by such an inner voice 
that to admit what they are would just be self-indulgence 
of the rankest fashion and kind. 

[24:09] In the society of the individual, there is nothing more ter¬ 
rifying than the emergence of the capital ‘l’. 

[24:16] But the problems of the socially constmcted individual have 
nothing whatsoever to do with the world. They cannot be 
caused by economics or politics or religion. 

[24:26] That which is wrong with me is from me and from within 
me and a result of myself and which doesn’t really exist. 

[24:34] But we could all be whatever we wanted to be. That was 
supposed to be the beauty of the time and the place in which 
we lived. 

[24:42] And that if it seemed to us that when we tried to do just 
that, tried to enact the mad, horrible plan of doing just 
that, that we were told that we couldn’t do anything we 
wanted, that we were delusional and selfish if we wanted to 
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do anything we wanted, that some people were just meant 
to be better than others, to have food that others didn’t, 
to have healthcare that others didn’t, to have safety that 
others didn’t, and that we would just have to work harder, 
and if we couldn’t achieve that, it was our own fault and 
because of our own faults. Which it was. And which it had 
to be by the very definition. 

[25:11] We could accomplish everything. We could accomplish 
nothing. 

[25:16] Some have wondered if these two should be contrasted in 
the superlative only. 

[25:22] (Audience laughter) 

[25:30] So we were supposed to find virtue in selfishness. But we were 
always to guard against the selfishness that might allow us 
to admit that the system we inhabited was in fact a system, 
a system for the replication of the whole of the system, as 
seemingly all systems must be, each part contributing to the 
collective whole, even through, or most especially through, 
a fanatical concentration on the self 

[25:51] Of course, maybe they were in fact correct. Maybe one had 
to be ignorant of such contributions. After all, it did seem, 
or at least they very much seemed to show, or were very 
much convinced that doing the right thing for the right 
reason was the recipe that seemed to have caused the collapse 
of so many governments and nations and peoples and caused 
so much bloodshed over so many decades and centuries and 
millennia. 

[26:13] After all, as they say, the path to hell is paved with good 
intentions. 

[26:19] (Audience laughter) 
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[26:24] The true horror, of course, is not a lack of control. It is that 
lack of control which is the desired, which is total control. 

[26:32] It is a longstanding tradition in the history of western liter¬ 
ature, no matter the century, twenty-first, twentieth, nine¬ 
teenth, eighteenth, seventeenth, that there is a class of liter¬ 
ature commonly derided as, though it goes by many names, 
in my day it was the ‘bodice ripper’. 

[26:47] (Audience laughter) 

[26:55] In which the woman is forced into enacting her own sexual 
desires against her will and supposedly against the will of 
society. So that if what I desire is impressed upon me, then I 
have what I want, but it is not my responsibility. I am clean. 

[27:09] Maybe it could be said that it was much this way with the 
neo-monarchists in the first half of the twenty-first century. 
We would submit to that which we wanted, but which we 
would be absolved from enjoying, because the enjoyment 
would be forced upon us. 

[27:23] Of course, the ultimate outgrowth of individualism may be 
that all must become one great individual. Really, that’s, I 
think, what we’d been meant to do, become one with and 
in the new king. 

[27:34] And we could say this was not racist or sexist and all those 
other things it was not supposed to be because we would 
all be in unity with the great unifier. It is just, as must 
be, the mechanisms, if you will, of the belief could not, 
no more than anything else, be questioned without they 
revealing themselves. So it is not that it was forgotten, or 
even suppressed, to ask how could he unite he them unto 
himself which were not himself when so many where not of 
the gender of the king, or of the skin color of the king, or 
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of the religion of the king. It’s just that the question never 
were and never could be. 

[28:05] The defenders against heresies must destroy most especially 
those who actually believe. For that is the most heretical 
position that can be obtained. One can mark that in the 
history of any religion and any belief 

[28:18] But I feel as if I’m repeating myself I’m sorry. 

[28:23] That happens sometimes when you get to be this age. 

[28:28] (Audience laughter) 

[28:33] But if we were all one, then we would have been individual 
and one. That it was a contradiction mattered little. After 
all, it merely echoed in the seemingly secularized form, as so 
many things had done by that point, notions of Christian 
theologica which had so long been argued for as the basis 
for western society. 

[28:50] But there are some that argue that contradiction must in¬ 
herently form the nucleus of all things which accrete, in 
the same way that black holes form the centers of galaxies. 

[29:01] So if all individuals must be so and all individuals must be 
one and God must be all and alone and in three persons and 
science must tell the whole truth from within itself then if 
any of this then all of it. 

[29:13] So the individual man was to be one within the many that 
was the one, one within the god who was the one within the 
many, all of which would know all truth only through itself 
because there could not be anything but the itself, a whole, 
a complete, a singular, the bride of the church wedded to 
Jesus Christ in God and made one flesh forever and eternity 
and always. 
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[29:32] And yet it is true that some men chose to live in the wilds 
of the American Alaskan wilderness. So yet even those who 
had retreated to the rural then looked to this purer form 
of nature on the edge of the American frontier, or what 
remained of it in memory and filmography. 

[29:47] If it had been purity, the mral had as much been a dark 
and unfathomable other. Perhaps that is the secret of all 
extremes. It had been too easy and too simple a dichotomy. 
Eden had not been found there. Perhaps the pieces had been 
transported away and assembled or reassembled somewhere 
else. And what could everyone else do but leave with it? 
What could anyone do but search for or prophesy where it 
had gone? 

[30:09] Except those, of course, who could not. 

[30:13] So in that regard, the drugs, the suicides, the rampant sexual 
abuse and physical and emotional violence that defined the 
otherness of the mral in the broader American conscious¬ 
ness, perhaps it was only possible that any qualification for it 
could and would be latched upon the moment it presented 
itself, whether that had been a novel or a movie or articles 
in Scientific American. 

[30:33] The problem is that humans have almost always found their 
salvation or destruction in the plans and descriptions of 
other animals, whether it was the apocalypse of Calhoun’s 
rat Utopias, or the industrious-know-your-place work ethic 
of Plato’s ants, or the supposed sexual mores of bonobos or 
penguins. 

[30:50] But in a universe, or a multiverse, that might be beyond hu¬ 
man understanding, for, after all, we are just an ape species 
that arose on the plains of Africa on a small planet, no more 
consequential than any other aspect of the remainder of 
what may or may not exist, and perhaps all that awaits is 
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the eternal delusion that the final answer is right around 
the corner, that Truth is just around the corner, or that in 
fact somehow we have understood the nature of reality with 
our brain of brains evolved on the plains of Africa, and if 
so, perhaps such a realization may bring about the plunge 
into the final madness from which we will not and cannot 
ever emerge. 

[31:23] If I have become too esoteric, forgive me. 

[31:27] We sometimes like to imagine time as a simplifying force, 
as a force that strips away the unnecessary. But I suspect just 
the opposite. 

[31:36] We want to retreat not from a time or place but from know¬ 
ing itself 

[31:42] After all in, in the original Eden, was not there the Tree of 
Knowledge, and wasn’t that what is supposed to have gotten 
this whole problem started, metaphorically or no? 

[31:52] (Audience laughter) 

[31:55] But the ultimate retreat is, of course, death. And it became a 
contest, if you will, between which of two things we might 
fear most, what we call living, or what we call dying. 

[32:06] The usual refrain often was that, and there were many thats, 
but that that was not an option. But this was always, I think, 
something much worse than the truth. Because of course, 
it was an option. Just as there were many options for many 
things that were not so unthinkable, whether we’d wish 
them so or not. But even to regard them as unthinkable 
is to require thought of them to exist, if only even in the 
negative. 

[32:28] But death, like life, after a while, it can become monot¬ 
onous, if not boring. Perhaps suicide is just one of those 
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reactions against possibility as much as it is a reaction 
against its opposite. Among the possible reactions, it is 
the most socially acceptable, in that regard. Because to 
undo such circumstances requires change. But if things 
changed they would be different. And if they were different 
they would not then be the same. So then perhaps a stable 
society requires a certain amount of such solutions. 

[32:55] So thus suicide ideation is merely rendered as another pres¬ 
sure valve in the vast and complex array of the inner work¬ 
ings of society. Perhaps just western society. Perhaps not. 
And sometimes one becomes so intimate with that fact 
that there ceases to be a stmggle with such notions. There 
instead becomes the eternal dance with it, sometimes the 
one and sometimes the other leading. And it becomes so 
normative that one begins to ask: why should I do her job 
for her? 

[33:20] Of course, it’s not exactly as if we’re not quite probably go¬ 
ing out at this point, anyway. So the humorous aspect in all 
of it may have been that we decried the individual commis¬ 
sion of suicide so long only because that perhaps subtracted 
one more worker from the project of the collective end of 
the human race. 

[33:37] So perhaps suicide isn’t really suicide when it’s done as a 
species, when it’s done all together. 

[33:44] (Audience laughter) 

[33:51] But of course, the physics of the universe decreed its eventual 
nonexistence from the very moment of its existence. So we 
should perhaps not read to much into the specialness of our 
own destruction. It is, after all, a very small part of that 
total destruction that by definition has to come, that by 
definition is builtin. 
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[34:09] But of course, perhaps we still have time to discover how we 
are in fact exceptional in some regard even in regards to this. 

[34:17] (Audience laughter) 

[34:20] And there is still, of course, that minorist of statistical 
chances that fill in the blank shows up. 

[34:27] (Audience laughter) 

[34:36] It could happen. 

[34:39] (Audience laughter) 

[34:48] Studies used to show that one of the things human beings 
required for psychological and physiological happiness was 
a sense that the future was going to be okay. But then again, 
confidence in the end of the world is itself just such a sense 
of security of just that, is it not? It has, after all, worked 
for the followers of a great many apocalyptic cults, a couple 
of them even going on to become two of the dominant 
and most widespread religions in the world. Though, they 
seemed to have lost some of their hopefulness along the way, 
I think it could be said. People can only be strung along so 
long. The deadline for the end of the world can only be put 
off so many times before everyone involved starts to worry 
that it actually will not happen after all. 

[35:26] So we had to turn to other things. 

[35:30] It is difficult to convey just how many commercials for psy¬ 
chological pharmacological aiming for the treatment of 
depression there had been. And even more difficult to con¬ 
vey is the fashion in which soothing voices rattled off side 
effects of potential suicidal thoughts or actions stemming 
from the consumption and utilization of such supposed in¬ 
ventions purported to combat those very same phenomena. 
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As if to assure us that in getting rid of it, we didn’t have to 
be afraid of actually losing it. Or missing it. 

[35:57] (Audience laughter) 

[36:00] Side effects, of course, not all that dissimilar to the side 
effects of, among other things, women’s oral contraceptives. 
Or science fiction. 

[36:09] (Audience laughter) 

[36:15] There was in fact a young man who committed suicide fol¬ 
lowing the cancellation of the original Battlestar Galactica. 

[36:23] Withdrawal can sometimes be more intense than even the 
media might portray. Excepting, perhaps, of course, the 
covers of certain EC crime and horror comics from the 
fifties. Or I guess I should say the nineteen fifties. Those 
were pretty good. If you ever get a chance to login to the 
archive, I would recommend it. 

[36:40] But, of course, I am not here as a tour guide of that particular 
age of human history. It, after all, was a little before my 
time. 

[36:49] (Audience laughter) 

[36:55] But then again, many had long argued that the consump¬ 
tion of drugs would lead the individual to understanding 
the nature of reality and the structure of the universe itself 

[37:06] I recall a story from the nineties, I believe. The nineteen 
nineties, for those who recall Y2K. 

[37:13] (Audience laughter) 
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[37:22] You still hear that one from people my age sometimes. Or 
at least I do. But I hang around with more of them than 
you do, I guess. 

[37:31] (Audience laughter) 

[37:34] Or maybe those are just the people I hear if I don’t take my 
medicine. 

[37:40] (Audience laughter) 

[37:44] Of course, it did not happen, I am sure you know. 

[37:49] (Audience laughter) 

[37:55] But only because a lot of people took it very seriously and 
worked for the better part of a decade. That is always the 
contradiction of it. Do something and people ask why you 
bothered to do anything because obviously nothing hap¬ 
pened. And don’t do anything and they ask you why you 
didn’t do something. 

[38:12] (Audience laughter) 

[38:18] Well, we got around that this time, didn’t we? We did 
things. And we managed to do nothing at the same time. 

[38:26] (Audience laughter) 

[38:33] So perhaps you really can have it all. 

[38:37] (Audience laughter) 

[38:40] But, anyway, I should tell the story. It is a story about when 
doctors or salesmen or what have you were going around 
the world promoting anti-depression medications that were 
going to fix everything. But the story, if I remember how it 
goes, a doctor was talking to another doctor in... 


254 



[38:56] (Pause) 

[38:59] Vietnam, I believe it was, maybe. An oriental country. Since 
we are already talking about Japan, and all the oriental 
places are the same and everyone knows that, if you want 
to say it was some place other than Vietnam, that would 
probably be okay too. 

[39:13] (Audience laughter) 

[39:22] But they—it was a couple of them—they were telling this 
Vietnamese doctor about this new wonder drug for curing 
patients’ depression. And the doctor replies they already 
have that. Now, even though there were patents and all 
those sorts of things, I doubt they were thinking this was a 
reference to corporate espionage. 

[39:40] (Audience laughter) 

[39:49] But, thinking they might be talking about some kind of 
natural or herbal or home remedy or magic voodoo, who 
can know, but they asked what that was. And the Viet¬ 
namese, which, I’m sorry, I keep almost wanting to call 
him a Viennese doctor, with all the obvious implications 
there. 

[40:05] (Audience laughter) 

[40:10] But the Vietnamese doctor starts telling the story of this 
man who got his leg blown off by a mine, etc, how he 
worked in the rice fields, how they fitted him with an ar¬ 
tificial leg, and how he was having a really hard time of it, 
depression, pain from the work and his new leg, all what 
you can imagine. So their solution? To buy a cow. 

[40:28] (Audience laughter) 
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[40:32] They did. They bought the man a cow. The man milked 
the cow. He stopped working the field. He worked cows 
instead. The pain from wading around in the water on his 
leg stopped. He was good at milking the cow. His depression 
went away. 

[40:46] Which I think, if I have earned the right to speculate, that 
there can only be one of two conclusions arrived at. Ei¬ 
ther the system we inhabited could not provide what we 
needed, or there was a utility for that system to be had in 
our symptomology. 

[41:00] There’s an anecdote that goes that early on when the di¬ 
agnostic criteria for depression came out that they had to 
exempt certain things like depression and sadness from los¬ 
ing a child, a spouse, a family member, etc. Otherwise they 
would have to diagnose everyone as mentally ill. 

[41:16] At first, so it would seem, if one wants to get into the ar¬ 
chaeology of ideas, which I guess might be part of what we 
are here for tonight. So I guess I am the fossil. 

[41:26] (Audience laughter) 

[41:35] So first, I think it can be said, that we thought we would 
make people normal by removing the sad days. But then, 
when it seemed that people had nothing but sad days, or 
at least something other than happy days, we then had to 
invent the normal to impose. 

[41:49] Of course, the question is always: when is it normal to feel 
sad? When is it normal to feel pain? But then again, we do 
tell soldiers and football players that pain is just weakness 
leaving the body. And wasn’t it the army and sports that 
were supposed to make real men? 

[42:04] So there tends to always be this idea that we... if we could just 
correct the one thing that had been wrong, we could correct 
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everything. Except could we ever correct that lone thing, 
whatever it’d been, without running the risk of discovering 
whether it had, in fact, been that which had been the source 
of the problem? 

[42:22] But then, if the source of the problem had been everything, 
then the correction for the problem was, likewise, every¬ 
thing. And by definition, to do anything different would 
have meant we would not have been doing the thing which 
we had been doing before. 

[42:36] But knowledge, like capital, it has always been a currency 
of power. The heart of the phenomena of the conspiracy 
theory is, of course, that knowledge is power in itself, and 
that merely to know is power, or placebo, and ultimately 
comfort. 

[42:50] So we explained and re-explained and worried over the phe¬ 
nomena of the American hikikomori which had been born 
and which had always existed. The idleness, the unpurpose¬ 
fulness, the lack of the pragmatic, all of these concepts not 
so much demolished, not even outmoded, but instead all 
those focal points which had come before were accentuated 
in a new light, reconfigured, reapplied, and suddenly, just 
as had happened so many times before, there could be no 
other or greater single uniting of all systemic fear. 

[43:16] At least, until the next one came along. 

[43:20] (Audience laughter) 

[43:24] But people avoid the depressed, the insane. Instinctively, 
whether it is an evolutionary crossed wire, or whether social 
phenomena in a social species is indeed transmissible in a 
way analogous to sickness, it is such interactions that human 
beings avoid, and thus avoid one another to an even greater 
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degree and with an even greater fervor than they had ever 
before managed. 

[43:44] But in the society of the depressed, all anyone can hope for 
is to avoid themselves. 

[43:50] Given that we knew nothing could get better or be made 
better, because after all we had reached the end, and what 
could come after us? We could only maintain what was in 
the hopes that it would become more so. We wanted the 
now, but more so. 

[44:04] We could go backwards, to repeat the cycle, arriving once 
again at where we were, which was manifested as the desire 
for Civil War, among other things, again and again and 
again. 

[44:15] You can only go back by going forward and you can only 
go forward by going back. The oldest and the newest civi¬ 
lizations see time as cyclical. 

[44:24] And forgive me if I talk about television while being tele¬ 
vised. 

[44:30] (Audience laughter) 

[44:34] Hindsight might perhaps be twenty-twenty. But none are 
so blind. 

[44:40] Dr Stone, The Milking Dead, all of it gave us the only 
fantasy that we could have under such circumstances. It gave 
us the ability to start civilization again, arriving, eventually, 
at the only point which we could arrive at, the only point 
that could be, the only thing that could be, the now as was 
known to us. 

[44:58] And it would have been better for the entirety of the planet 
to die, whether by climate change or nuclear war or disease 
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or famine or asteroid, than it would have been for anything 
different to have been considered possible. 

[45:11] Looking back, even railing against the regimes that were 
hailed as the enemies of the people, it is difficult to see what 
it was that they did that was not done by all, to one degree 
or another. Of course, the poison, as they say, is often in 
the dose. But perhaps that was simply a way that we could 
unburden ourselves of our anxieties of the nature, or natures, 
of our situation. 

[45:31] Or perhaps we were just competing again. 

[45:35] I’m sorry. I admit that I did not come to talk about politics 
or religion tonight. But I guess that I would be afraid I 
would have to stand here in silence otherwise. 

[45:45] (Audience laughter) 

[45:54] The personal is political, as they used to say in my day. That 
was because we weren’t supposed to make the personal polit¬ 
ical. It was as if what happened was never supposed to have 
any consequence in broader life. Of course, what others 
believe, that is politics. And, of course, that which I believe, 
that is not politics. 

[46:12] (Audience laughter) 

[46:17] It seems that calls to individual freedom may have been 
cover for the most thorough, or at least wide-reaching, 
homogenization project in history. 

[46:26] We were always told that if we could just be ourselves and 
only ourselves and true to ourselves and wholly ourselves 
everything would be okay. 

[46:35] We were always told if we could just connect that everything 
would be okay. We would find we weren’t different. We 
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were to meet at the intersections of our respective selves. If 
like the ants we could just form that which was inseparable 
and indistinguishable from a whole, then everything would 
be okay. So, as it were, if we could just be Tanged without 
being Tanged, perhaps that would have been the solution. 

[46:57] And again I become esoteric. I am sorry. 

[47:01] But solutions, you see, or at least I would hope you might 
see, are contingent phenomena. Those worried over and 
those worried about, I don’t think, were worried over and 
worried about because of themselves. They were, I believe, 
simple worries about reproduction, about the reproduction 
of social systems, about the reproduction of capital, and to 
those ends, the reproduction of human bodies. 

[47:22] when are you going to get a job? When are you going to 
get married? When are you two going to have kids? 

[47:30] Those few questions could, I think, be seen as defining the 
latter half of the twentieth century and that which followed. 

[47:38] Never before in human history would such questions have 
ever been asked. So perhaps in that regard there was some¬ 
thing unique about our own time. 

[47:47] Always before that one was born to work, to till the ground, 
to watch the flock, to work in your father’s carpentry shop. 
Marriage was chosen for you by the definition of existence, 
maybe even before you knew what such things could be. 

[48:01] Only the aspect of childlessness hung over this. One need 
only examine the academic records of history to receive 
more than just a hint of the vitriol visited against the anti- 
natalists, and the social stigma of the childless. 

[48:14] Perhaps it was the notion of freedom that undid everything. 
I find it hard to speculate about that. We wanted to be free 
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without the consequences of freedom. We would be free, 
but all would remain the same. Perhaps this was the only 
way that freedom could have been made palatable. 

[48:30] And sometimes I think it was a kind of horrible freedom 
being expressed by those who did retreat. It seemed as if 
the only path to freedom lay in lying in the gutter. I say a 
horrible freedom because money granted freedom as well. 
But it was just something called freedom that chained one 
in a different way. Maybe that’s the way all freedoms are. 
Either end, whether in the gutter or on a private island, 
sought to transcend, as it were, the boundaries of society. 
And so many sought their freedom through that particular 
transcendence already. So it does not seem to me, now, 
strange that some would, for whatever reason, would seek 
their horrible freedom by the opposite means. And perhaps 
that everyone wanted to escape was the given. 

[49:07] But one could not worry about one’s own dream or delusion. 
If to become rich, then, was to become closer to God, then 
the path away from God lay in the opposite extreme. And 
that could be worried on. It could not be called a horrible 
freedom. But it could be called horrible. 

[49:23] But this worry and the labels that allowed for that worry to 
be expressed did little for those who suffered and died under 
such conditions, as they always do. And perhaps, in tmth, 
they were, and are, never meant to do anything else. What 
comfort, if any, anyone might have gotten came from the 
final application of such a label, that same comfort that 
even the most horrible of names apply and encompass for 
both the namer and the named. And thus what was defined 
was possible to destroy forever and to fear for eternity. 

[49:50] And in the end, even the author of the N.H.K. retreated 
once again into his room, just one of those many individu¬ 
als who tried to save themselves from something that was 
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maybe beyond reach of any salvation because most especially 
the salvations themselves were perhaps not conceptualiza¬ 
tions alien enough. But if they had been, who could have 
admitted to understanding them? Or know of them? 

[50:11] But the nature of a phenomena is the individuals within. But 
individuals do not a phenomena make each on their own. 

[50:19] Most especially in the society of the individual. 

[50:24] And disease, like war, has always been a metaphor too easily 
deployed by those who wield the English language. And 
in that tradition, to put it that way, those who lived and 
those who died in the moment were merely the ultimate 
remnant that lay strewn across yet another battlefield where 
society and the individual and the society of the individ¬ 
ual warred with itself Those who recovered, those who 
somehow subsisted, those who disappeared, and those who 
stopped dancing with Death and asked if she was ready to 
bring the night to a close, the only way each could be col¬ 
lectively labeled was at the end of each individual chain of 
experience defined by the aggregation of those very labels. 

[50:59] However, even now the question remains. Academics trade 
papers, as they always have. Social media users share posts, 
as it seems they have done since the dawn of time. But did 
the American hikikomori exist? 

[51:11] Like too much of what’s called history, especially if we lived 
through it, and especially if we didn’t, that might never be 
known, most especially by us. 

[51:21] (Pause) 

[51:25] And this is where I stop. 

[51:29] And I thank you for taking the time to listen to something 
very old tonight. 
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[51:35] (Applause) 
[51:43] Thank you. 
[51:46] (Applause) 
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